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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

O.T.U. . . Operational Training Unit 

Gong . . Decoration 

N.F.T. . . Night Flying Test 

Scrubbed . Cancelled (Air Force slang) 

E.T.A. . . Estimated Time of Arrival 

D.I. . . Daily Inspection 

Met. . . Meteorological 

Front . . Depression or bad weather 

Burton . . 'No mote.' (Air Force slang) 

Ten Tenths . Sky covered .with cloud 

Red . . Red Verev light 

Pin Point . Exact position on map 

R.D.F. . . Radio Direction Finding 

Yhrey Pistol . Pistol for signalling 

88 . . . Junkers 88 

A.O.C. . . Air Officer Commanding 

Natter . Conversation. (Air Force slang) 
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CHAPTER I 


T WILL start by introducing Leonard. I introduce him at 
the beginning as he was my first operational pilot the 
first pilot who flew me over Germany. I will leave the 
details of my training and begin when I went to my first 
squadron straight from O.T.U. 

I arrived at one evening in August 19 jo, feeling very 

new and shy, and rather wondering what sort of people I 
should meet and how they would treat a new hoy like myself. 
The only operational crews I had seen was when an odd 

crew had landed at on their way home after a raid. 

These people had always been dressed in flying boots and 
were wearing no collars or ties, but had silk scarves knotted 
round their necks . . and they were usually unshaved 
and with unbrushed hair. I had looked on thorn a> some 
sort of gods and wondered whether one day 1, too, should 
be privileged to walk about and look as they did Ihese 
were the people I should be meeting now and with whom 1 
should have to live. Somehow they did not seem to me 
to be ordinary normal people, but people either with 
charmed lives or else lives that would soon not be theirs 
and I thought this would surely be visible in either 

their appearance or behaviour. 

I was quite surprised to find that the Officers' Mess was 

very similar to the one I had just left at . I arrived • 

after supper, and found mv way to the ante-room, where 
the wireless was on, apparently unnoticed by anyone in the 
room. There were some people lolling in deep black 
leather arm-chairs, reading and one or two were 
asleep. There was a group standing round the empty 
fireplace with pint beer-tankards in their hands. Some 
were writing letters/and four tffere playing cards at a table 
in the middle of the room. Ey&tyone there looked perfectly 
normal . . in fact, the whflfe scene, as I surveyed it, 
was just the same as could be *een in the ante-room of the 
Mess I had just left, or, indued, in any other Mess. One 
or two people I noticed were wearing the ribbon of the 
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D.F.C. These people I stared at, probably too long . . . 
as one stares at celebrities or personalities of importance, 
hoping to read the signs of some of. their experiences written 
in their faces. But they, too, looked perfectly ordinary 
and completely unconscious and oblivious of theirdistinc-^ 
tion. Those talking to them did not seem t o be treating 
them with any particular respect or showtflgjtfhem any 
deference, but were conversing with them as xney^ might 
with any ordinary being. 

I wandered out of the Mess feeling that perhaps life 
would not be so different, after all. 

I went in search of the duty batman, and was told that 
the Mess was very full at the moment and that I would^ 
have to share a room. I was taken to my room — or, rather, 
part share of the room — and found the other occupant, 
whom I was later to know as Leonard, was lying absolutely 
still and silent and fast asleep. I have very rarely known 
Leonard to go to bed at the average person’s time, but 
either very early or excessively late. At whichever time 
he went he would sleep until he was awakened, and then 
get up perfectly fresh. 

He had scattered his clothes all over the place: some 
were on my bed, some were on his bed, and some were on 
the floor. Also on my bed there was an open suit-case, 
two tennis racquets, a squash racquet, and his towel. I. 
removed the articles from my bed to the floor, making as 
little noise as I could . . . although I need not have been 
so cautious as nothing other than a vigorous shaking will 
awaken Leonard once he is asleep. I looked at his tunic, 
thrown carelessly over the back of a chair, to see if I could 
gain some clue as to the identity of this unknown person. 

I saw he was a pilot-officer, like myself ; also that he was a 
pilot. I also noticed that he had no gong up, and thought 
therefore that he, too, might<be a new-comer. I could not 
see much of the sleeper, . as only the top of his head, showing 
brown untidy hair, was visible above the bedclothes. 

I went to bed wondering what my new companion and 
this new life would be like. * 
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I was awakened next morning by the buzzing sound of 
an electric razor, and saw a slight figure in brightly coloure 
pyjamas walking up and down the room trailing a lengt i 
of electric flex behind him and running the razor in a 
care-free manner up and down his face. After a e\v 
moments I said “Good morning . . • and was avoure 
with some sort of grunt in reply. Undismayed, 1 started 
asking questions about the new station and my ne\ 
squadron ... but to all my questions the only replies 1 
got were grunts. Eventually I gave up my questioning as 

a bad job and started to get up. 

I saw this uncommunicative and, as I thought, strai g 

person several times during the day . . . but never once 
did he show that he recognized me. I noticed < 
seemed to know everybody, and that mogjgo pie called 

him Cheese. fibS CO/ ' > 

That night I changed my rqppr q W' * - c./ 

f/ A ' 

/ fOl 1 ! \ G A • ' 
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AFTFR BREAKFAST ON THAT FIRSt DAY l WCIlt Up to see tile 

C O a charming man who made me /eel quite at home an 
ve^' happv He told me I was in ‘IV Flight and sent me 
down to see my Flight Commander, whom I later learnt was 
tmdilrly known Is Teddy’. He was an excitable little 
man with an enormous bfickside and proportionately lar„ 

m A U s St i a s C to e od at the door of h.s office he was on the telephone 

hiri him say: "But 1 ’“''“"“he 

T»ve trot all the gunners I want. Aa ne m g 1 
receiver he called me in and said: “That was you ' - 

talking about.” 

He^toW me to shut the dool and I found him much more 
. Int t ban I first thought he would be as he explained 
hoffid not be put'on a crew yet as there were no 
vacancies. . . and that it was up to me to learn all I 

could in the meantime. 
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He sent me to see the squadron gunnery leader, who was 
the oldest and toughest gunner I had as yet seen, and who 
was known as ‘Steve’. He was about forty-five and 
looked as hard as nails, but had two of the kindest eyes 
imaginable. He was sometimes known as Two-gun 
Steve’, as he used to carry a couple of revolvers and a 
jack-knife . . . which made his tunic stick out from his 
waist as though it had been starched. ' 1 

Everyone seemed to like and respect him. He had been 
an observer in the last war; later became a pilotfand was 
now an air-gunner. He- had an amazing capacity for 
work, and seemed to expect other people to have the same. 
He had one of the deepest and loudest voices I have ever 
heard, and was never afraid of using it. He always said 
exactly what he thought of people and in no uncertain 
language — his vocabulary for swear words being terrific. 

He took me straight out to an aeroplane to see what I 
knew ... or, rather, what I 'did not know — as he did not 
seem in the least interested in the little I did know. He 
spent the rest of the morning teaching me and showing me 
around. 

I soon got really fond' of Steve. If he thought anyone 
was keen to learn, he would do anything he could to help 
that person . . . but, on the other hand, if he thought 
people were slacking, he would have no further use for 
them at all. 

He used to smoke the foulest-smelling cigarettes, which 
he rolled himself . . . and used to say in defence of 
numerous protests that when he smoked he wanted some- 
thing he could taste. He also had one of the largest 
appetites I have ever seen in anybody. He taught me a 
tremendous amount about gunnery during my early days 
with the squadron, and used to maintain that everybody 
should know as much as possible about the aeroplane in 
which they would have to fly. quite apart from their own 
particular job. * . 

I was not to know Steve for long, as he was killed on art 
operational trip a few months after I joined the squadron. 

\ . i 

^ % * 
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About a week after mv arrival I was sitting m the ante- 
room after lunch writing a letter thanking a friend >r 
'Ming 1 . Ming had arrived that morning by post, and was 
my mascot; he was a tiny stuffed baby panda, and I had 
him in my pocket while I was writing. The air-raid siren 
sounded, and I looked out of the window and saw people 

running to the shelters. . , • 

'Good lord!' I thought, 'what on earth is all the ■ 

^The ante-room, which had been crowded a few seconds 
before, was almost empty, and the few remaining were 

. rushing to the door. 

SSSRSttiSfc* -v 

sssv-fc 532* 

d °'This is something like,' I thought. 'This is action-real 

fun and excitement. ... t , „ 11or t„rc hr fore 

T had never heard a bomb burst at close quart j 

and 1 thought how splendid it was to be seeing some real 

Sh The next thing I remember was lying on my face in a 
The next tn.ng and ^ and surroun- 

-passage . . . coverea wu (cet an d saw 

ded by broken glass and rubble 1 go > tie hind 

fi“ £h r P ‘“ foi myself on my f.~ 
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all the time the ground shook with the explosions. I was 
really frightened . . . more frightened than I had ever 
been before. I noticed that there was someone else lying 
on the floor beside me, and we clung to each other. . 

"This is bloody, isn’t it?" I said. -• ^ $ 

Outside there was a new noise added to the din: it was a 
sort of loud crackling sound and was a building burning 
just outside. The air was filled with fumes and smoke and 
dust which were almost suffocating ; my lungs felt as if 
they were dry and empty, and I gasped and choked. 

The inferno seemed to have moved a bit farther off . . . 
so my companion and I got to our feet and climbed over 
bricks and stones and rubble, and made our way outside. 
Dust and smoke were everywhere, and it was impossible 
to see more than a few feet. We ran to the nearest shelter 
and wept inside. 

The first person I saw was the C.O., who said to me: 
"This is a funny sort of welcome for you!" My tunic was 
grey with dust and badly torn, and blood was trickling 
down my face. "You’d better go and see the M.O. when 
it quietens down . . ." the C.O. said again. 

1 remembered Ming in my pocket, and decided that that 
should be his home from then on. He has accompanied 
me on all my operational trips, and still resides there. 

When all was quiet I joined the group surveying what 
remained of our Mess. I noticed that not only had bombs 
burst within a few yards and on two sides, of me, but that 
one had also burst slap overhead. The roof and wall of 
the room above where I had been lying had disappeared, 
and I saw a bed standing by itself and clothes strewn all 
over the debris. Steve joined us, covered from head to 
foot in dust. He had been lying in a ditch not far from the 
Mess, watching the fray through a pair of binoculars. He 
said he had a grand view until he was buried by earth and 
plaster, which completely obstructed his vision. This 
infuriated him . . . particularly as by the time he had 
extricated himself the show was over! 

I went up to the hangars to see what damage had been 
done there. They had been badly knocked about, and 
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one was on fire: the fire party were at work with their hoses . 

amid a great din of crackling and sizzling. 

In another hangar a Wing Commander was at work with 
a gang of men all in tin hats, clearing debris from the floor. 

I went to join them and was promptly bellowed at by the 

Wing Commander. ... , , . Whv 

“What the hell do you think you re doing ? . • • 11 Y 

haven’t you got a tin hat? . . . Can’t you see the roof is 

falling in? . . . Do you want to get brained ... 
you want something to do, go and help move that W hitlc\ , 

there’s an unexploded bomb beside it ... 
you’ve-done that, go and wash all that blood off your fa , , 

and get it seen to!’’ , , . . , * 

I thought that working beside an unexploded bom 
might go off at any moment was far more dangerous 
working in the hangar, but I did not say so ... ‘ 

Went and helped push the Whitley away. 

~ On mv way to Sick Quarters I saw a party of men 

digging furiously around a shelter that had receive 
St hit : the ambulance was there . . and tire orde hes 
were lifting a man-with his tunic, face, and hair covered 
with earth— on to a stretcher. Someone put a cigarette 
between his Ups and lit it fpr him. Sweat was pouring off 
his face and caking the earth . . . and I noticed that ms 
legs were in an unnatural twisted position. Someone was 
&ing around another pair of legs: the body was st 11 

buried and the legs obviously broken. I sa * ■ * 

men crushed-with faces nearly the same colour as ha 
tunics-between sheets of corrugated iron, they 

b0 l h dec, a d d ed that my own minor cuts could wait, and went 
to my loom ami found the windows blown ,n anil a 

JSSTSf-- “ r ' ■“? 

fay before the siren had finished wailing ! . • - I was not 
the first one there, either! 
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. I had returned from leave some time later, and the first 
person I saw when I got inside the Mess was Leonard. 
“I’ve got you in my crew . . .“he said. - 

“Grand, “ I replied. “Thanks awfully. . . 

“Don’t thank me. . . . You’ve not flown with me 
yet,” he said ... and smiled. Leonard’s smile is really 
beautiful: his mouth, instead of getting bigger, seems to 
get smaller, and his eyes shine. When he smiles he makes 
you feel glad: it is a smile meant for you . . . and you 
alone. 

“We’ll have a talk to-morrow,” he continued, “and I’ll 
tell you all the things I want you to do. We might be 
operating to-morrow night.’’ 

I think this was about the first time that Leonard had 
spoken to me; certainly he had never said as much before. 
I was really happy ... I was in a crew at last, and I 
wanted to tell everyone I saw: I wanted to sing and jump 
about ... to talk to everybody. I felt friendly towards 
them all. 

I was not pleased about being in Leonard’s crew par- 
ticularly . . . anybody’s crew would have done; in fact, if 
I had had the chance, I would probably have chosen any- 
one but Leonard. But I did not know Leonard then. I 
don’t suppose for a moment that he had chosen me, either: 
it was just one of those things that happen. 

I was going to fly operationally! That was what I kept 
telling myself, and what my heart had been set on ever 
since I had started to fly. 1 wanted to fly on operations 
... to see bombs burst and see fires! ... to see flak 
and shoot down fighters! . . . and now I was going to 
start, maybe to-morrow night! 'My leave was forgotten 
. . . and the rather depressed feeling I had had when I 
entered the Mess: everything was forgotten except that I 
was going to fly over Germany! 

When Leonard said “I’ve got you in my crew” I became 
so excited that I stayed awake a long time that night - 
thinking about my new fortune, and wondering where I 
should be at the same time the following night. 
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CHAPTER III 

I SAT next to Leonard the following morning at breakfast, 
and found him already midway through a huge bowl of 
porridge. He always seerfis to have a big appetite, and 
has an amazing way with waiters . . . and usually, in 
consequence, gets far more to eat than other people. I 
have often heard him say in his quiet, serious voice to 
one of the Mess waiters: “/ don't think I can manage three 
egg s this morning, two will be enough! . . . and he will be 
brought two while the rest of us are given one! He has 
his stock phrases of humour which he never tires of using, 
I have heard them dozens of times, and 1 hope I will hear 
them dozens more times! Most people never know if he 
is being serious or not: he speaks in such a serious voice 
and with such a serious expression on his face. One of his 
pet remarks is — when he is about to sit down next to 
someone already seated — “Don't get up! at the same 
time raising his hand as though that person is about to 
rise. Another time, when you are reading a letter, he 
will lean across and say to you — “After you with that when 
you've finished. . . ." It rather nonplusses him if you 
pass the letter across \o him! Or again, if he hears some- 
one say “Good God!"— he will say : “Yes . . . what is it ?’ 

The person will probably say — or so Leonard hopes— I 
only said ‘Good God'.” Leonard will then reply: “Oh! 
... I thought you were addressing me. . . All these 
expressions have been tried on me many times, and I have 

now got the right answers! 

“We are on to-night," Leonard said, turning to me. 

“Splendid! D 'you know where?" 

“Yes . . . but keep it quiet! . . . Italy / . . •' 

Oh, boy! what a magnificent trip to start off with! 

- Leonard had plenty of work for me to do that day: he 
wanted to know how much I knew about the aeroplane. 
How much morse did I know? . . . Could I find every- 
thing in my turret in the dark? ... Did I know how to 
launch the flares? . . . What did I know about dinghy 
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drill? . . . Did I know how to bale out? . . . Could I 
map-read? . . . Could I operate the emergency hand- 
pump for the undercarriage? . . . Did I know where the 
petrol cocks were? . . . and so on. ... 

He introduced me to the rest of his crew. There was 
Desmond, our second pilot, a large fair-haired man of ‘ 
about twenty-two. He was magnificently built and 
seemed to be in a permanent daydream, and I thought he 
looked more like a poet than a pilot ; I had often seen him 
before, exercising a bloodhound around the aerodrome. 
Then there was Taffy, our navigator, all smiles and friendly 
at once. The other member was Stokie, our wireless 
operator . . . and, as Leonard said, one of the best wireless 
operators in the Air Force and afraid of nothing. Leonard 
was very proud of his crew, and I hoped that one day I 
should come up to the standard of the others. 

We did our N.F.T. that morning, and Leonard kept 
calling me up on the intercom. I was beginning to feel 
that I was very fortunate in my new pilot. After we 
landed he wanted to know what I thought of the turret, 
and if everything was all right. 

All that day 1 kept saying to myself . . . ‘We’re going 

to Italy to-night! I could not have been more excited 

if I had been going there on a holiday, or if I had been 

going to- some marvellous party. Life, I felt, was just 

beginning; I was a member of an operational crew, and 

would soon be doing my first operations! This was 

what I had been waiting for, and for what I had been 
longing! 

It started to rain that afternoon, and was still drizzling 
as we dressed in our flying clothing: Leonard asked me if I 
had on plenty of clothes, as I would probably be cold. 

Vc drove out to our aeroplane in the drizzling rain and 
to wade the la st hundred yards or so through mud. ' 
1 He ground crew were waiting for us. sheltering under the 


to m ;, q ! llC ; ^ (>t * ns ‘ de out rain, and I went straight 

mess^o 11 ^- » Almost as soon as I had settled myself a 
G ua.- rought saying that the operation had been 


scrubbed. I will not attempt to describe my disappoint- 
ment . . . nor the anger of the others 

. 

The following night we were briefed to go to Dortmund, 
in the Ruhr. I was disappointed it was not to be Italy 
. . . but, as Leonard said, there would be plenty of other 
opportunities; anyway, I was delighted at the thought of 
going anywhere. All that day I kept looking at the 
weather and was on tenterhooks lest we had a repetition 
of the previous night. However, we did get off all right 
this time. 

It was dark when we took off . . and, I thought, very 

mysterious and exciting: I had flown many times at night 
before, but never on such a marvellous mission. Until 
we were actually airborne I was worried lest the trip should 
be cancelled at' the last moment. I was interested and 
thrilled with every word spoken down the intercom. , it 
was all important and seemed to presage great things to 
come. 

It was a pitch-dark night, and I could not see anything 
on the ground below me. Leonard and Taffy had quite a 
lot to say about the navigation: I kept silent, absorbing it 
all . . . rather as a child takes in the conversation of its 

. elders. 

Occasionally Leonard called me up to ask how I was or 
if I was cold ; after we crossed our coast he told me to test 
my guns. I had them all ready loaded, and cocked and 
pressed the trigger. There were yellow flashes from the 
muzzles of the guns as they fired, and ' I watched the 
incendiary bullets — looking like illuminated dots leaving 
the guns and retreating rapidly in a curve as they dis- 
appeared into the night. There was a smell of burning 
cordite which I knew quite well and rather liked; it over- 
came for a few minutes the rather sickly oily smell peculiar 
to gun turrets. I told Leonard that all the guns were 
O.K., and he replied, “Good showl” 

Desmond flew most of the way over the sea, but Leonard 
took over again as we crossed the Dutch coast. I could 
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just see the coast-line below me . . . and felt a peculiar 
thrill as I realized we were over enemy occupied territory. 
Leonard told me to let him know if I saw any lights or 
anything. Everything from now on would be completely 
new to me . . and I \yas very excited and ready to be 

entertained! - * 

I saw some searchlights in the distance which looked 
exactly like our own, except that in amongst their beams 
there were little flashes of light rather like jewels sparkling, 
and, I thought, rather pretty. I told Leonard what I saw, 
and he said we should probably see some a lot closer later 
on. I saw several lights on the ground below us, all of 
which I reported: some were quite bright lights, while 
others I could hardly see . . . but they all interested me 
intensely and I tried to imagine what they were and what 
was happening below. 

When I was not glancing at the ground I was staring 
out into the night, wondering if I should see any fighters. 

I kept looking about me ... up and down ... to the 
front and to either side: the moon had risen but was in its 
last quarter, and I wondered how far I really could see. 
Until one is thoroughly used to searching the sky at night 
one’s eyes get very dazed and tired, probably because one 
is trying to take in too much . . . but with practice it is 
possible to focus the eygs at a given range and look, as it 
were, at something instead of merely staring out into the 
distance, when one can be looking yet not really seeing. 
Try sitting in a dark room and looking out into the night 
for eight or nine hours, and you will see what I mean. 

As we neared the target Leonard and Taffy had further 
discussions as landmarks they recognized appeared .' . . or 
landmarks they expected to see did not appear. I tried to 
make something out of those light and dark patches on the 
ground which seemed to mean so much to them. 

lafly said our E.T.A. was up, and we should be over 
Doitmund. ^Leonard started to fly round in a wide circle 
and cursed the darkness. We continued to fly round in a 
ciicle tor some time, with occasionally Leonard or Taffy 
making some remark. I thought it seemed very tame and 
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quiet, as I had imagined we should be seeing ^archlights 
/and flak, and all sorts of things ... and I was rathe 

^Uonardtust have spotted the target for he said ^ ^ 

“There it is . . . down on the port side. I m g g ^ 

fly away and come in right over it. • ' 

drop the bombs, Taffy. ...” , T cKnll i a 

- I felt a 'renewal of excitement, and wondered if I should 

see the bombs burst: I wanted to very much I con\ 
hear Taffy giving Leonard directions over the lnter ‘?° I " a “ 
he watched the target through the bomb sight. At each 
turn that Taffy gave I could feel the aeroplane instantly 
change from its course. Tiffy was saying ... Lett .. . 
left . . steady! Right! . . . Steady . . • steady . . ■ 

^°Almost”at”the same moment that Taffy said “Bombs 
gone!” I saw a number of bright flashes on the ground. 

there seemed to be hundreds of them - • • an <J alm >st 
immediately we were surrounded by flashes and eras les 

27 blngs and seemed to be the centre of some wild 
excitement of lights and noise. Leonard must have been 
doing some violent things with the aeroplane for the 
ground-now clearly visible by its flashes of l.ght-instead 
of appearing below us, seemed to be tilting from side 
side and at times appeared to be almost overhea . 
and again the aeroplane lurched violently and then dropped 

as an* explosion louder than the rest 

below us. So this was what flak was like I began to 
wonder if it was much fun, after all . . . m fact, I though 
it looked and sounded extremely dangerous 

“I've only dropped one stick ... I heard Taffy say. 

“O K ” Leonard replied. "I'll fly m again. Let s see 

if we can get rid of this stuff first, though.” 

‘They don’t seem much concerned,’ I thought. Perhaps 

to them this is just an ordinary occurrence . . ..something 
they e^perienci each time they bomb.’ I did not know 
if it was more violent than usual ... or average ... or 
- perhaps even rather mild: what I did know was that I did 
not like it! I had heard stories of flak. . . . Almost 
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blew us out of the sky!’ ... ‘Could fe.el it hitting usl’ . . . 
or ‘Came back full of holes!' . . . but these words meant 
nothing to me. I had seen aeroplanes come back with 
holes through them, and rather envied the crews their 
experiences . . . but I had no idea what it would really be 
like, and now I was beginning to find out. There were 
dozens of searchlights on us, and every dive or climb or 
turn we did we were still held in their beams. Hundreds , ‘ 
of what looked like red and yellow and green balls of fire 
were hurtling past us and around us: sometimes they were 
so close I felt I could stretch out my hand and catch them. 

I began to feel that each one was aimed at me, and would 4 
burst through my turret . . . but as each one seemed on 
the point of hitting me it somehow miraculously skimmed 
past just clear of the tail. 


An aeroplane from the ground always looks so small 
. . . but when you are flying in one and being shot at, it 
always seems so large. I was fascinated by this cascade 
of destructive little lights coming up at us so relentlessly 
all the time: they seemed to start their journey upward so 
slowly . . . but as they came near they whizzed by with 
incredible speed. I could see the flashes from where those 
guns started, and fired my guns at them as well as at the 
searchlights. I fired hundreds of rounds and, for a few 
minutes, went mad . . . shouting and cursing and laugh- 
ing all at once. I! hat was I there for? . . . Why should 
I not shoot too? . . . Why should I sit still and be shot at 

£ Z 1 h f some Z ll}ls '"front of me? ... I hoped I was 
hmtms'bem . killmg them . . . making them run !.. . 

W “ile all these hundreds of coloured balls of fire were 
popping up at us, larger shells— invisible until they burst 

blindil flT. n§ th , r ° 1 ^ 1 , 1 the nigh *' The y burs ‘ with 

i’le r 8 1 heS ’ j n , d " ,th dul1 ’ muffled thuds that shook 

top 0} m P y turret ^ ^ U P against the side ° r 

acairi™ , t0 *T r0und and ru “ over the target 

1 1 , leard Leonard sa y to Taffy. 

thin^ inr^ S 10 b St ?l ed us an< ^ seemed to be, if any- 
g ' lnc T asm g. I began to sympathize with the pheasant 
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who flies down the line of guns, being fired at by each gun^ 
and still continues on apparently unscathed. But i Knew 
how many are not really unhurt . . . but rop ea 
mortally wounded some distance farther . . 
wondered if we were like that and would do the same , 

I began to'feel rather lonely and cut off from the others, 
and wondered what was happening at the other end 
aeroplane. Perhaps even now they were clipping on thei 
parachutes, preparing to jump . • • perhaps iey 
already jumped and forgotten all about me. ... 

Almost as if he had been reading my thoughts Leonard 

caid “How are you, Revs? 

From that moment on, Leonard had always called me 

‘Revs’. Why, I have no idea, as most other people call me 

• * 

I managed to croak back some sort of reply. Those four 
words bucked me up no end. I felt again that J ^ "ot 
■ the only person in the aeroplane, and oilce more felt part of 
the crew I wondered how the others were feeling, and if 

they were taking it as a matter of course. 

I was still firing bursts at the guns and searchlights a 
had a look at my ammunition. It would not do to use all 
my ammunition here; I should have to leave some for 
possible attacks by fighters on the way back . . . that s, 
if there was to be any on the way back. I wondered o 
we had got off free for so long, and felt the next one would 

Once again I heard Taffy give his lefts and rights. I 
wished he would hurry up and drop the bombs so tha we 
could get clear away from all this. I had no idea how long 
we had been diving and twisting about in this fountain of 
fire and steel, but it seemed like all night. It seemed we 
had always been doing -this and would always continue to 

d °Once more I heard Taffy say "Bombs gone” . and 
thought . . . ‘Thank God for that!' 1 looked hard, wait- 
ing and hoping to see them burst. Suddenly in amongst 
the flashes, I saw what looked like a sheet of flame . . . 
and in the midst of the flame, blue and white flashes like 
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lightning. Those flashes continued for several seconds, 
and completely outclassed the gun flashes. , 

At last we were clear of what Hell must be like, and were 
flying normally once more . . . and I heard Leonard say, 
"Someone bring me some coffee.” I felt I could do with 
some, too: my throat and mouth were dry and my turret': 
was full of the fumes of burnt cordite from all the rounds I 
had fired. I also noticed that my clothes were sticking to 
me with sweat. Once more we were' flying undisturbed - 
through the night . . , and once more I realized there was 
a moon, and felt a sense of tremendous relief. - ' 

I heard a banging against my turret doors, and put my 
hand behind my back to open them. There was Stokie 
with a flask of coffee . . . and grinning his hardest. . . . 

"We’ve had enough for one night,” he shouted in my ear, 
and I hoped he was right. I saw the Dutch coast on our 
return with very different feelings from those I had had on 
the way in, and was not at all sorry to see it disappear into 
the darkness. 

It was just getting light when we landed and examined 
our plane from the outside. The wings, tail and fuselage 
were full of holes, and we counted over a hundred of them. 

I went to bed after my first ‘operational breakfast’ . . . 
but did not stay there for long as I found I could not sleep: 
flashes and bangs accompanied me whenever I started to 
doze off. Evidently Leonard had not been able to sleep 
either, for I found him in the ante-room writing letters. 
That afternoon we went to York to see Top Hat. 

Two nights later we went right down to the south of 
Germany, ta Leuna, and were flying for nearly eleven 
( hours. The next trip was to Dusseldorf . . . then Essen. 
Duisberg, and so on. . 


CHAPTER IV 

% 

then came the full moon period . . . and Cologne. I 
far prefer operating when there is a moon: you don’t get 
that enclosed and rather oppressed feeling that you get on 
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dark nights when for the majority of the time you can see 
Xingtat st.™, and some.™., no. ttenv W. tad 

a new wireless operator . . . m place of Stokie, 

b men we crossed the Dutch coast I could see every 

UP J* 

= uks 

and curling -bout 
and Leonard followed it for some time: it looked so 
serene and quiet in contrast to all the flak being pumped up 
at us I thought what a rum game it was . . an m 
hundreds nf shells being hurbtd up at », 

SH r 

del,, and I sbuuid certainly 

^rn,rhrr,ioSiS-ru. » ,n, r7 

J^fbun taibiuti » n-tajd We -t : ™ £ 

north, so turned south. not see . It was 

. unnaturally so: we must be 
but not a gun : only ourselves 

,„d ,b, bnd.». bi-Tb. -o» was “ “ "fr^ 

down and saw it like white fleece below us. 

Suddenly the world seemed to stop . . . or el 
ahead 1 I Remember a deafening explosion and a Winding 
red flash which seemed to be inside my head and behind y 
eyes I was falling through darkness . . . falling to tne 


I1U1 til, ow vv****~- - -- 

ready for fighters 
certainly very quiet . 
practically over Cologne 
and the brilliant moon 
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ground. ... I felt I was still in my turret, but could not 
see it ; everything was dark and silent and the engines had 
gone. I knew we had been hit, and I imagined the shell 
must have burst somewhere behind my turret and blown 
it from the aeroplane . . . and I was falling in it! So this 
was the end ! '. . . But it was not the end yet, as I was still 
falling. I wished it would hurry up and finish: it took so 
long. I had been falling for such a long time and every- 
thing was so quiet and I was all alone. . . Should I feel 
when I hit the ground . . . ? I must be nearly down by 
now, surely . . . ! If only I could see! . . '. But no, I 
would rather not see ... I would rather it ended quickly 
and not know about it. . . . 

“Revs! . . . Revs ! . . . Come lorward, Revs!" 


So Leonard was here, too! . . . but how did he gel 
here? He was in the front! . . . Come forward. Revs. . . 
What did he mean, come forward? . . .. There was the 
moon . . . but it was red instead of silver. . . : What 

were all those coloured lights? . . . Hell! . . . they were 

shooting at us. Flak . . . always bloody flak! Wh> 
hadn’t I hit the ground yet? . . . but I was not falling 
any more, and Leonard had spoken to me: he said .'. . 

ome forward, Revs.” I could not leave my turret unless 
be told me to . . . but he had told me to . . . and 1 
wanted to leave very badly: I was frightened and wanted 
to see someone and feel someone. 

We were still flying, and the engines were running. I 
put out my hands and felt for the sides of my turret It 
was still there . . . yes ... and whole. . I mus t 
go and see what had happened. 

The door behind me was shattered to splinters . and 
there were smoke and flames, too. I must do something 

me T V ' ; 0, ! a f rd had Called me forward . he wanted 
r . / cr -iwled forward through the smoke and flames. . . . 

most nfV at a | me * s ! , flle fuselage door had gone, and 

there world S \-u ° t le / usela S e as well. Desmond was 

the light nf th" a 6 3 maniac - h's blond hair shining in 

‘welt was ameS o Md his e >’ CS s P ar k!mg like brilliants: 
as pouring oft his face, and he was hurling flares. 
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incendiaries, and spare ammunition out of the gaping 
fuselage. I started to do the same . . . and he shou 
at me to go back and get my parachute, as the aeropla 
would probably break in two at any moment. Very 
probably,’ I thought . . . and wondered how it as 
holding together even now. I hoped it would n g 
way before I had time to crawl back for my parachu . 
Somehow the "idea of jumping did not worry me a 1 , 
seemed inevitable that we should have to do that . . 
and it would be so simple just to fall out oyer the side. 1 
hardly noticed the flak, and was .only dimly aware of the 

•crumps and flashes all around us. , 

When I got back to the fuselage with my parachute the 

flames had nearly all disappeared, but the place saw sti 
dense with smoke. I worked with Desmond until the 
flames had completely gone, and then went forward. 1 
wind and slipstream was whistling through the fuselage and 
tore at my clothing as I crawled along. Leonard was 
sitting at the controls, and turned round and smiled as 1 
entered the cabin. Davy was sitting by h >s set fumbhng 
for the morse key: his face was charred and black, and his 
clothing all burned. I looked at his parachute harness and 
examined the straps. If he had to jump I thought they 
would probably hold, as the flames had done little more 
than scorch them, although the surrounding material was 
nearly all burnt away. Davy looked very bad . he did not 
look as thoilgh he could pull the ripcord on his own . . 
and I started to think out plans for getting him out safely. 

It was almost as draughty in the cabin as it was in t le 
fuselage, and I tried to get Davy to lie down on the floor, 
where it was slightly warmer . . . but he would not leave 
his set Once I forced him to lie on the floor . . . but all 
the time he struggled to get back into his seat and at last 
I had to give way to him. His one idea was that he must 
^ carry on with his job and not let us down. He had been 
standing in the -fuselage by the flare-chute, ready to drop a 
flare, when the shells burst. A splinter from one touche 1 
off one of the experimental flares we were carrying; it 
exploded with a flash of several million candle-power . . . 
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*\nd how it did not blow him to bits or hurl him out of the 
fuselage — which was split and left with an enormous 
gaping hole down one side — I cannot imagine. 

Poor Davy was very badly burned — chiefly about the ■ 
face — and was quite blind. Desmond had fetched the 
first-aid kit and covered Davy’s face with the jelly used 
for burns. It was bitterly cold in the cabin, and for the 
next five hours we did all we could for Davy's comfort: I 
kept putting his fingers in my mouth and breathing hard on 
them to try and get them warm. He kept asking me where 
we were. When we were still over Germany I told him we 
had crossed the coast and were over the sea . . . and* 
when we were over the sea I told him we were over England 
and would soon be back. He must have thought the last 
of the journey took an interminable time! 

It was a nightmare journey, that . . . with the five of. 
us crammed into the cabin of the Whitley, hardly ever 
speaking, and wondering how far we should get. Leonard 
was sitting at the controls; he had taken his helmet off, but 
was still wearing his yellow skull cap, which looked gro- 
tesque in the half-light. Taffy was sitting at his navigation 
table grinning to himself most of the time: Taffy always 
grinned under all conditions! Desmond, looking like a 
wild blond giant, was part of the time sitting beside Leonard 
and part of the time looking at Davy. Davy sat at his set, 
hardly moving; 1 was crouched in the confined place beside, 
him. As I watched his face I tried to remember what he 
had looked like before . . . but his charred black mask 
gave me no help. 

The journey back seemed endless, but, like everything 
else, it did end. We crossed our coast in broad daylight, 
and after landing were surrounded by an inquiring crowd. 

1 did not go to bed, but went into York with Leonard 
and Desmond. \\ e went to a cinema again in the after- 
noon, and I slept through most of the show. 


A few days later I was sent on a Turret Course, which 
asted a week . . . and when I got back Leonard told me 
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he would shortly be leaving the squadron and going to a 
Halifax squadron. Naturally, I wanted to go with ^ him 
and he said he would try and fix it. I also did all I could to 
get posted with Leonard, but without any luck at all. 

When I finally knew for certain that I should not be 
going with him, I set about to get myself fixed with a new 
crew. Desmond had been given a crew, so I asked him l 
he would have me as his gunner.' I think he was genuinely 
pleased with the idea, but he said he was fixed for a gunner 
for his first trip— which was that night— but would take me 
next time. There was not a next time—zs Desmond was 

killed that night. , ,, 

There were no more crew vacancies, and 1 had a speu 

with practically no flying. I was made Flight Gunnery 

Leader, which meant a certain amount of work on the 

ground— chiefly organizing. I wanted to get back into the 

air, and was impatient with this spell of inactivity. 


CHAPTER V 

AND THEN came cologne again. I can’t say 1 was al- 
together looking forward to this particular target, as the 
last time I went there we had the incident of the exploding 
flare . . . although I was longing for another trip. In- 
cidentally, the last time I went there was the last trip 1 
had done. I was to fly with a new captain who was our 
flight commander, and a very' decent chap. His pet remar 
was "God bless my soul!” . . . which always came out 

when he wished to show astonishment. 

I had been acting as adjutant for the last few days, as our 
adjutant was on leave. I hated the job, as it meant being 
tied to the office with no chance of flying . . . and anyhow 
.1 knew very little about it. 

We knew we were on by ten* o’clock, and had plenty of 
" time to do our D.I.s and N.F.T. in the morning. We 
-landed from our N.F.T. by twelve o’clock, and were free 
until briefing, which was at three o’clock.- I am always 

restless before a trip, and can't settle- down to anything, 

T /~ • •• 
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and find it difficult to concentrate: if I play a game of tennis 
or squash I find it very difficult to keep my mind on the 
game; I feel as I do before going to the dentist or before 
the beginning of a match. 

The group gunner leader rang up during the morning to 
ask if he could fly in ‘S’ . . . which was our aeroplane, 
‘S' had been given to the squadron -by Ceylon, and as he 
had been in some journalistic job there before the war he 
wanted to fly in her and write an article on thh trip for 
Ceylon. I was delighted when A said I was flying 


with him, and that he would not- change his gunner:, 
although, as I said, I was not particularly looking forward 
to the trip, I would not have missed it for anything. 

There is a thrill and pride of achievement about opera- 
tional flying that I can’t describe. I feel at the end of a 
trip that I have really done something; that I have accom- 
plished something great. I feel that I have defeated some- 
thing, too. I don’t know what it is . . . whether it is 
my own fear ... or death ... or what ... but I 
always feel at the end of a trip a wonderful sense of calm 
and peace. I have always iuved England, but never as 
much as I do when I return from a trip over enemy territory. 
There is always the feeling before setting out that it might 
be the last trip; that one might be blown to pieces or have 
to bail out over there. I don’t think I am afraid of dying, 
but I am afraid taken prisoner and I certainly 

have a terror of beM 'badly wounded . . . but, worst of 
all, I am afraid of b^Tig captured. It is the uncertainty of 
it all ; not knowing how much longer I should have to be 
there ... and wondering all the time what would be 

happening at home and who would be there when I got 
back. b 

I hate to see caged animals or birds . . . although we 
are told they arc happy as they have nothing to fear and 
have regular food. But sorely fear with an animal is an 
instinct without which it would have no self-preservation. 

, w,t J h us ls not an instinct . . . but something verv. 
re d, and something never to be forgotten. Some people 

l ldA e ncver known fear * ex cept possibly by what they call 
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"a fright’. Real fear hurts; it possesses your whole being: 
it grips -'you and makes you conscious only of yourself: 
it makes you lose count of time! The coward m me 
sometimes says . . . 'Well, if you are taken prisoner you 
will have nothing more to fear. You will be safe, even if you 

are not at home ' But no! . . . I would rather 

fear . . . and live my own life and be surrounded by all 

the risks and uncertainties of war. 

Briefing was longer than usual, as some of the crews had 
not been to Cologne before. It was to be a big effort and 
our target was on the east of the Rhine : there were enlarge- 
ments of our target maps, chalked in colours, on the black- 
board. I studied these very carefully, noticing particularly 
the shape the river made as it curved through the town, 
wanted to have a mental picture of this map, as some- 
times you get a view from the tail that the others have not 
' S een The Met. report was not too good: the winds were 
high and there was the possibility of a frost before reaching 
the target. However, the Met. man held out good hopes 

of Cologne itself being free from cloud. : 

After briefing, we had tea, with a couple of boiled eggs. 

I was not feeling hungry, but I ate all I could . . . partly 
to keep warm, and partly because I did not know where or 
when the next meal would be forthcoming. After tea, 1 
went to my room to put on some warm clothes. 

I always wear as many clothes as I can : there is no excuse 
for feeling really cold in the air provided plenty of clothes 
are worn. It is often impossible to keep warm . . • but 
there is a great difference between feeling cold and feeling 
unbearably cold. The nose and tail turrets are the coldest 
positions in an aeroplane, and gunners usually wear more 
clothes than the remainder of the crew. I wore vest, pants, 
shirt without collar or tie— the latter a precaution in case 
we came down in the sea, and a collar is apt to shrink and 
strangle one— three pullovers, a roll-top sweater, and four 
pairs of socks ... in addition to tunic, flying clothing, 

and scarf. „ , , ... 

Before leaving my room I had a final check up to see that 

. I had not forgotten anything. Pockets empty of all 

' 1 5 " 7/ 
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papers (this, by the way, is an order, not merely a 
precaution, and is intended in case one is taken prisoner) 

. . . revolver . . . torch . . . pipe . . . tobacco-pouch full 
. . . thermos flasks of hot coffee . . . extra scarf and 
gloves . . .. money • • . clasp-knife . . . matches . . . 

these are the essentials I always carry. As 1 filled my * 
pockets I tried to keep my thoughts steady: a lot of imagina- 
tion can be a curse. My mind had to be free and clear for 
the next few hours ... it would have to be quick and 
alert. All my movements while I was getting ready were 
intentionally unhurried: I had plenty of time, and there was 
no need to hurry. I did not want to feel rushed and 
flustered: I knew that I had to sit still for several hours, and 
a last-minute rush would not have helped. We were due . 
to take off at 18.50, and at about five o'clock I set off 
leisurely towards the crew room, where other air crews were 
arriving with their kit. . . 

The atmosphere in the crew room before an operational 
trip is always exciting and tense. Everyone is jovial and j 
friendly and seeming to give of his best .■ . . but all the 
same there is a feeling of strain, and one wonders how much 
people are acting. However . . . we are on the job now, 
and personal feelings do not matter. 

While we were getting into our flying kit, the C.O. came 
in with the Station Commander. They, too, were more 
friendly than usual, and stayed talking to us until we were 
ready to move out to the aircraft. We had another five 
minutes before we needed to move, so we gathered into 
our respective crews and talked over again the plans of 
flight. 

As I said, I was flying with the flight commander. He 
was a very experienced pilot, although this was only his 
fourth or fifth trip. He was fairly new to the squadron, 
so T did not know him very well . . . but what I had seen 
and knew, I liked. He was about twenty-three, but looked 
older : he had black hair and black moustache, and large 
dark eyes. Our wireless operator, Arthur, had actually 
finished his tour of trips . . . but had asked particularly 
to fly on this one as ‘S' was his old aeroplane. His pilot 
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had been posted, and he was waiting to be sent on a rest. 

He was nineteen, tall and very cheery : he gave the w* 
pression of being casual and even lazy . . . but when there 
was a job of work to be done that concerned him he was 
always there. He was an excellent wireless operator, and 
I knew he could be relied upon in an emergency^ Our 
navigator, Bill, was well on the way towards the end ot his 
tour; he was short and fair and always grinning, e, o , 
was thoroughly reliable. The second pilot, Martin, w 
new to the squadron ; this was to be his first trip. He was 

rather shy and quiet. 

It was time to move out to the aircraft. The transport 
was waiting outside the crew room, ^nd we piled in with 
all our belongings . . . parachute packs, maps, Verey 
cartridges, thermos flasks, and so on. I was beginning o 
sweat under all my layers of clothing, in spite of my eisure y 
movements. The ground crew were waiting for us by the 

aeroplane, and helped us stow our kit. 

It was still light, so we could see comfortably what we 
were doing. I gave a final polish to the perspex round my 
turret before climbing in. I sweated even more getting 
into the turret, which was a hell of a job, clothed as I was. 
•However, I was in at last, and had a final check up inside. 
Everything was as I had left it in the morning, and seemed 
O K My parachute and flask of coffee were stowed in the 
fuselage, just outside the turret: I could reach both by 
opening the turret door at my back and stretching behind 
me Inside, I had an extra scarf and gloves, chewing-gum, 
chocolate, barley sugar, biscuits, and clean rag. I put on 

my helmet and plugged in the intercom. 

The engines were being run up and tested: the whole tail 

shook and vibrated, and the ammunition rattled in its 
tanks. The ground crew were standing by, watching, one 
stood too near the slipstream and had his hat blown o 
it was rolling over and over behind the aeroplane, and 
he was chasing it. He, too. was being blown along by the 
slipstream, and when he had retrieved his hat he had to 
struggle to one side, leaning forward until he was clear, 
large pool of water by my turret was being thrown up into 


a tine spray, and some bits of oily rag were flying about in 
the air. I noticed all these things in detail as each engine - 
was being run up separately. , 

My mind was absolutely clear. I no longer felt an 
individual . . . but somehow part of a scheme working 
almost automatically. All day I had been preparing for 
this moment, and now I was ready. ' I could control my 
actions, but I could no longer control what happened to 
me. I must sit and wait. I was in the hands of my pilot 
. . . and God . . . and must sit and wait. I don't think 
pilots realize or appreciate the trust their crews have to 
put in them. Four or more men are literally under the 
control of one man: upon his quick actions and thinking 
depends largely their safety. If a pilot says “Jump,” 
the crew cannot say “Is it necessary yet?” . . . but must 
jump. It is not so bad when you know nothing about 
flying ... but when you have flown and understand the 
principles of flying, you find yourself at times apt to 
criticize the actions of your pilot. This, I know, is wrong 
... as he obviously knows more about his part of the job 
than the remainder of the crew . . . but nevertheless it is 
so. A good captain of an aeroplane will not criticize the 
actions of his crew unless he knows them to be wrong. He 
will check up, yes ... it is his job to know what each 
member of his crew is doing — the captain of an aeroplane is 
as much in command of his aircraft as a naval commander 
is in command of his ship. 

Many people cannot understand how a sergeant can be 
in command of officers in his crew. Rank in the air, in a 
sense, does not count ; the sergeant as captain of an aircraft 
is captain because of his experience and skill as a pilot. It 
has been decreed, and rightly so, that the captain of an 
aeroplane should be the pilot . . . and not the navigator, 
wireless operator, or air gunner. It is obvious, then, that 
as each squadron has a certain number of N.C.O. pilots, a 
captain will often be of non-commissioned rank, and may 
sometimes have one or more officers in his crew. Some of 
the best captains I have known have been N.C.O.s. 

VVe were now ready to move off. A called through 
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the intercom, and asked if I was O.K. and ready to move. 

I heard him call up each member in turn. - 

Miked the sound of his voice: it was clear and calm, and 
confident. Again, I often wonder if pilots realize how much 
the sound of their voices down the intercom, can mean to 
their crews . . . particularly that first call-up. Some 
pilots do it merely to check the intercom.; others to make 
certain that each member of the crew is in his position . . • 
but others, and these are the ones I like, call through in sue 
a way as to make you feel personal and of some importance : 
they make you feel that your comfort and feelings matter 
and are of importance to them. A gave this impres- 

sion, and I liked him for it. 

He turned the aeroplane on to the perimeter track. 1 he 
ground crew ran round out of the way of the slipstream, 
and watched anxiously and with pride. There were fitters 
riggers, electricians and armourers there. They, too, ia 
been working hard all day preparing for now: they had 
done their work and done it well. Each man there had a 
responsible job, and knew that the safety of the aeroplane 
and the lives of the crew depended to a great extent on 
how he did his work. They had taken a pride in it, and 
knew it was O.K. They were free now, but were in no 
hurry to go . . . they would watch us off the ground and 
out of sight before they went to their tea. As we moved 
away they gave us 'Thumbs up' and waved. I moved my 
gun s up and down in reply: they were beautifully smooth, 

and I knew I could rely on them. 

As we moved round the track we passed airmen who 

stooDed and waved. Some were on bicycles and got off. 
Malnv of them were probably envying us, and wishing they 
had the opportunity to share our experiences. 

When we reached the take-off point we had to wait our 
• turn and others were lining up behind us ; it was beginning 
to get dark, and I could not see who they were. agarn 
checked over my turret. Guns loaded . . sight O.K 

loading toddle in. stowage position . . . spare sight 
bulbs Yes; everything was as it should be. We 

moved slowly" round ready for take-off. I could just see a 
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group ol people watching us: there was the station com- 
mander, C.O., padre, duty pilot, and several others. They 
would stand there until the last plane was off, and then move 
off to their several jobs or relaxations. 

The engine roared as the pilot opened the throttles with 
the brakes on; I could feel the tail beginning to lift as the 
aircraft strained against the brakes. We moved slowly at 
first . . . and then very rapidly. The tail was well. up 
and there was a swaying movement as the pilot kept her 
straight with his rudders. The ground streaked past and 
seemed to be dropping; the watchers disappeared into the 
dusk below. We passed over the edge of the aerodrome, 
and I could see the lights glowing red and yellow. ' » ’ 

As we climbed, the ground appeared darker and the 
colours faded. The light up where we were was brighter, 
which, by contrast, made the ground appear darker than it 
really was . . . but my job was not to watch the ground: 
enemy fighters have been known to lurk over the aerodrome 
and wait for the unwary crew. 

A few months previous to this we lost an aeroplane and 
crew this way. They had taken off and climbed to about 
five hundred feet, when a Jerry fighter attacked them from 
the beam. The first the crew knew was that tracer bullets 
were hitting them in the fuselage and wing. One engine 
was hit and caught fire . . . and the aeroplane crashed in 
flames about a mile from the aerodrome. The only man 
saved was the captain, a boy of twenty. I met him a year 
later at a dance, and his nerve was still gone; although he 
was flying as an instructor he told me he did not feel equal 
to flying on operations again for some time. 

It is pitiful to see a boy’s nerve broken. Anyone whose 
nerve has gone goes through hell at times , . and the 
cause of their breaking comes before them more vividly than 
at the actual time. The shock at the time of an accident 
is usually felt afterwards, and is not necessarily noticed at 
the time . . . but at the recurring memory when the 
imagination has had free time to work, the mind goes 
through all the mental torture that the imagination can 
conjure. I hysical pain is quickly forgotten; but mental 


anguish brews and returns until it is almost stifling. A 
boy's mind should be free and gay, and should not know 
these horrors ... but the mind of a boy who has tasted 
war is no longer young, but has outgrown his body. 

We were still circling the aerodrome and climbing . . . 
and it was getting lighter instead of darker the higher we 
climbed. The ground appeared as a sort of grey-green 
colour, and seemed very remote and unreal. The aero- 
drome beacon was flashing red, and I made a mental note 
of the letters— ‘A.R.’ I knew we were still over the aero- 
drome, as I could see the perimeter and obstruction lights 
below ... but that was the only indication of its where- 
abouts. Hangars and buildings had merged into the 
ground, and were invisible. 

It seemed strange to think that life down there would be 
going on just the same. In the watch office they would have 
chalked up our time of take-off, and would be awaiting 
.news of us on our return journey. In the Mess, people 
would be drinking their cans of beer, and talking and 
laughing and listening to the wireless ... and some 
would be playing billiards or snooker, or table tennis. 
There would surely be a pair on the squash court, as this 
was the popular time for playing . . . and others would 
be going to York or Harrogate or Ripon for the evening. 
All these things seemed very far away. . . . 

Up here we were five men working together and for each 
other ... and we were all working for the same purpose: 
to reach Cologne, identify and bomb our target— doing as 
much damage as possible— and reach home safely. Our 
lives depended on each other, and each one of us was in- 
dispensable. The captain’s job was to fly the aeroplane 
to Cologne and back and make a safe landing, avoiding 
flak and searchlights as best he could. The navigator’s 
job was to tell him what course to fly . . . and to do this 
he had to calculate and check. Winds are his chief prob- 
lem : he has to know the exact strength and direction of the 
wind at whatever direction he is flying. The wireless 
operator's job is to keep a listening watch at his set: he may 
be required to send out messages, or to help the navigator 
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by getting loop bearings or fixes . . . but the majority of 
his time is spent listening. The second pilot sits next to 
the captain . . . and usually just sits. If the visibility is 
good he will probably 'map-read. He may fly part of the 
way. He is there to learn, and will be watching and noting 
all that goes on. My job is to keep a continual look-out 
for enemy fighters; to report on the movements of search- 
lights and positions of flak bursts; and to act generally as 
he driving mirror for the pilot. , „ 

"Just turning on the course now, navigator. 

I heard A say this down the intercom, and could see 

the lights of the aerodrome dead below us. We were on 
our way now, and were still climbing. The sky above us 
was a green-blue . . . and the western sky was lit by a 
glorious red sunset. The red glow tinted the edge of my 
gun barrels and the perspex round my turret a bright red 
colour. 

I was thrilled with the beauty, and called through to 

A , telling him about it and asking him if he could see 

it, he replied that he could just see the edge of it. They 
would have lost the sunset from the ground by now . . . 
but up here it was as vivid as the ground was obscure. 
On the ground one is not always conscious of the transition 
of light to darkness unless one's attention is attracted to 
it by some phenomena such as a bright sunset, or unless one 
is trying to race the light in a car. But in the air one is in 
the change ... it is all around one. There are no 
shadows or trees, or hills or houses to hasten the darkness* 
the light is about one and seems to linger as it changes 
colour across the sky . . . dawdling its way to the west, 
and sinking lower and lower until it shows only as a faint 
glow or streak on the horizon. 

I had to keep my eyes moving: it does not do to have 
one b gaze fixed too long in one spot, as one is apt to get 

dazed . . . and, anyway, the rear gunner’s job is to search 
the sky and not gape at sunsets. 

1 he staiis were beginning to show as the sky grew darker. 

* uas impossible to see now where the sky ended and 

e ground began. The sunset was fading, and there was 
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just tt yellowish glow left above the bank of clouds . 
Which a -few minutes before had seemed alive and glowing 

and were now a hazy purple-grey bank in the distance. 

It was as though our last link with the ground had dis- 
appeared-; we seemed more alone than ever. 

There - - was silence down the intercom. there was 

nothing to say. Our work was only just beginning, an 
we had plenty to think about without having to speak 
. and, anyway, there was nothing to say 
The sweat on my body was cold and uncomfortable 
but I should feel more comfortable when it was dry. I 
took off my gloves and unwrapped a piece of chewing-gum 
to chew and wished the peppermint taste would last 

longer! I did not keep my gloves off for long as it was 
beginning to get cold. I called through to the captain and 
asked the temperature . . . — io°. This, by the way, 
was Centigrade. Yes, it was going to be cold tonight 
devilish cold. We should soon be needing oxygen. 

’ The second pilot said he could see the coast-line ahead 
and a few minutes later he said he could definitely 
pin-point us. The captain and navigator had a natter as 
to whether they should alter course now or wait a bit! 
They decided to wait. Bill said he thought we might be a 
bit out to the left. Good old Bill! ... he certainly knew 
his fob He had got the winds toped ... but to make 
sure he asked Arthur to get him some loop beanngs 

I could see the coast-line now ... a thin light grey 
streak disappearing into the darkness below . and I 
tried to imagine what the coast would be like. It was a 
stretch I did not know. I wondered if the tide was in or 
out The waves would be breaking on the sand, and I 
also wondered if anyone could hear us. They probably 
could and might even be talking about us: some people 
were probably wondering if we were Jemes, and might 
be arguing if it were possible to tell a Jerry by the sound. 
I began thinking of people I knew . . and of those at 
home. They would soon be having supper, and were 
probably listening to the wireless. They did not know I 
was up here, and I was glad they did not know, as they 
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would probably be worrying . . . but it made me feel more 
alone, knowing they did not know. I felt sorry for those 
with sons and husbands and friends flying.. . . and 
wondered if it was better for wives to live near the camp 
with their husbands and know when they would be flying,, 
or to live away from the camp and not know when theit 
men were flying. On the one hand they would have the 
certain knowledge that their men were out on one par- 
ticular night and would be free from anxiety on other 
nights . . . but, on the other hand, those living away 
would never know the night their men were flying or were 
free, and would have the continual strain of uncertainty. 

The coast had disappeared, and all that was visible was 
a misty grey blanket below us with some lighter patches 
which were clouds. 

Martin took over, and did not fly as steadily as A : 

I could see the stars moving slowly backwards and forwards 

across my perspex as the course altered. A told him 

to watch his course. We were about ten thousand feet up, 

and I turned on my oxygen supply. I told A I had 

done so, and he said everyone else had better do the same. 
I at once began to feel warmer and more comfortable. 
Oxygen acts on you very quickly: you can be feeling cold 
and drowsy one minute . . . and almost immediately 
after breathing more oxygen you feel perfectly normal. 

I once took an oxygen course. Besides being given 
various medical facts and formulae about oxygen, we were 
shut into a decompression chamber to test out under the 
various atmospheric conditions the effects of oxygen and 
the lack of oxygen. There were six of us in this chamber, 
which was a large cylindrical structure with chairs and 
tables inside. Round the walls on the inside were the 
oxygen plugs and dials exactly as fitted to an aeroplane. 
From the face mask on your helmet you have a long 
rubber tube, about four feet long, which you plug in to 
connect with your oxygen supply. There are two dials 
near this connection — one marked off in thousands of feet 
and the other showing the contents of your oxygen bottles. 
\\ hen you want oxygen you turn on a tap which releases 
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the supply and at the same time the flow is registered on 
the dial which is marked in thousands of feet. You turn 
tap until the needle registers the same number of feet as 

the height at which you are flying. 

Well, we were all sitting round the inside of this iron 

cage with our oxygen turned on, whiie the pressure ^ 
brought to the equivalent of twenty-five thousand feet. We 
were each of us given something to do. One man was 
reading Punch-, two were writing; two were doing simple 
sums in arithmetic; and I had a V.G O. machine-gun con- 
nected electrically with an illuminated target. The target 
was in the form of a screen, with twelve discs illuminated 
from behind by electric bulbs. The discs lit up individually 
and remained illuminated for four seconds during which 
time I had to sight them in turn and fire. If I sighted them 
correctly a bell rang ... but if not, nothing happened 
until the next disc showed after four seconds. It was 
perfectly simple, and I was able to do it every time on my 

^Thfobiect of this demonstration was to show us how the 
individual behaves without sufficient oxygen. We were 
all of us accustomed to the use of oxygen, having used it 
many times ip the air. The effects of insufficient oxygen 
are similar to those of too much alcohol, and people are 
affected in different ways. Most people become over- 
confident, and some become argumentative; but in aU 
cases their reactions and movements are slowed down and 
slurred although they may be feeling fine and very con- 

The man who was reading Punch was the first to be 
experimented upon. At a signal from the doctor-who 
was watching us through, a glass panel from outside-he 
turned off his oxygen and continued reading out loud. He 
carried on normally for a few minutes ... but soon his 
reading became slower and his speech slurred. He got 
worse and worse and started repeating himself. The rest 
of us were in fits of laughter. He was ludicrous . an 
apparently drunken man with nothing to drink 1 After a 
short time the reader became inaudible and started- con. 
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vulsions, and the paper slipped from his twitching fingers 
as he fell sideways off his chair on to the floor. At this 
point the doctor signalled to us to turn on his oxygen for 
him. We were by this time more interested than amused, 
and I think each of us was wondering what we should be 
like when our turn came. I know I was! After our 
patient started breathing oxygen again we helped him 
back on to his chair, giving him back his paper . . . and 
his actions were more or less reversed: he started reading 
again, at first slowly, but gradually 'regaining his normal 
stride. Now, the curious thing was, he had no idea he had 
even faltered, let alone passed out . . . and he would not 
believe us until he saw exactly the same thing happen to 
the next man! Each of us did more or less the same thing, 
only some were funnier than others. I was told I started 
off shooting normally . . . but gradually got worse and 
worse until I was not shooting at all. When my oxygen 
was turned on I slowly improved until I got back to normal 
again. I had no idea I had been anything but normal! 

At the end of the course all of us swore we would be very 
much more careful in the use of oxygen in future . and 
'would see that those with whom we flew were the same! 


“What is our E.T.A. at the Dutch coast, navigator?” 
A asked. 

“Just a minute, sir, and I’ll find out. . . . Another 
seventeen minutes, sir. . .” was Bill’s reply. 

“Thanks. Is everyone feeling all right? . . . How 
are you in the tail, Riv? . . Feeling cold? . . 


“Not too bad. sir. 1 can’t see much, though.” 

s pretty nasty, isn t it? It looks as though 
the Met. weie right. 1 hope they’re right about it clearing 
over the target.” 

Below was a uniform grey which looked like dirty cotton 
wool. We kept flying through cloud which rushed by us 
as a damp grey haze, making the inside of the aeroplane 
even darker . . and it was rather like going through a 
tunnel in a train. As we passed through these clouds we 
umped and tossed like a ship on a rough sea. Above 
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us was even more cloud, with only occasional clear patches 
through which we could see the stars. The inside of my 
turret was coated in frost, and my oxygen mask was frozen 
stiff and chaffing the bridge of my nose: I kept on lifting 
it and tried to put it back on a fresh spot, but each time it 
slipped back to its old place. I could see about an inch 
of ice on the tfp of my gun barrels, and I had to keep 
working my turret every few minutes to prevent it freezing 
up. It gave me something to do, and also helped me in my 
continual search of the sky. We were not likely to meet 
any enemy fighters in these conditions, but it would not do 

to relax. ' * 

On the outward sea crossing one is always more alert 

and awake. The job is only just beginning, and one has 
the anticipation of what one is going to see or meet . . . 
but on the homeward journey, if all goes well, one is apt 
to have that feeling of a job done and the worst over, and 
to tend to relax. Also one is tired, and it requires more 
effort to keep alert. A night-fighter pilot once told me 
that he usually experiences far less opposition from return- 
ing enemy bombers than from those who have not yet 
dropped their bombs. 

We were nearing the Dutch coast, although it was im- 
possible to see it. We hoped to be able to pin-point our- 
selves when we picked up the Rhine ... if we were lucky 
enough to do so. It would be maddening if it was a wasted - 
effort, and we would not be able to see anything after all! 

Bill said he could see some searchlights through the 
clouds some distance ahead . . . so we were near the coast, 
if not actually over it. I felt a sort of tension as I always 
do when over enemy territory. Anything might happen 
now ! . . . 

Yes ... we were definitely over the coast: I could see a 
glow through the clouds which was obviously searchlights. 
The clouds did not look as thick as I thought they were. 

I could see some heavy flak bursts away out to our port, 
like jewels sparkling: I wondered who were up there, 
and if they were being hit. It was not a heavy barrage, 
and was either being fired at more than one aeroplane or 
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was inaccurate, as the points of light were at different 
heights and dotted about the sky. Whoever was up there 
would be giving them a spot of annoyance and trouble 
below . . . which was something, anyway! Also a hell 
of a lot of money was being spent sending up those shells 
*. and, provided they did not hit^anyone, money 

wasted. * 

We were flying at fifteen thousand feet, and the tempera- 
ture was — 30 degrees Centigrade. I was cold but not 
uncomfortably so. My brain felt slightly numb, and it was 
an effort to concentrate . . . but all the time I felt a sort 
of inner excitement which prevented me thinking about 
my physical discomforts. They did not matter, anyway, 
as I was not there to be comfortable! If I had been 
comfortable I should probably have fallen asleep. I 
could feel no sensation of movement except when we were 
being bumped, which was fairly often. 

There was the monotonous noise of the engines, which 
sometimes seemed to change their note. I wondered if 
the noise really changed, due perhaps to varying atmo- 
spheric conditions ... or if the changed note was only 
- in my imagination. Maybe it was something to do- with 
the pressure on my ear drums. 

Sparks from the exhaust pipes were continually shower- 
ing behind like sparks from a bonfire in a wind. They, 
and passing clouds, gave me the only impression of speed. 
Sometimes they came with a burst, as if they had been 
held back and suddenly released . . . and on several 
occasions I involuntarily started and realized with a shock 
that my mind must have been wandering. 

Surrounded as I was by this grey expanse of cloud and 
ice, and sitting with perspex and metal within a few inches 
of me all round — unable to move save only my arms, and 
with the roar of the engines so loud that I could shout 
without hearing my shout — my mind felt as enclosed as 
my body. A few hours ago I was free and was walking, 
and could see people and hear them talk! . . but now, 
although there were four men within a few feet of me, their 
existence felt as remote and unreal as my own body felt. 
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I was conscious of time: one has to be in the air, as accurate 

• navigation is based upon precision of timing. My thoughts 
were the same. I was conscl u . of the cold and my own 
discomforts ... not that they worried me; they were 
part of the job. • I could think of my home and my friends 
... of leave ... of games ... but most of all of the 
job in hand. My eyes continually, searched the sky— not 
vaguely, but intelligently and with method and my 
hands still worked my turret . . . while all the time my 
thoughts ran free and seemed to keep pace with our own 
flight through the air. 

I realized I was still chewing on the same piece of gum 
that I had started on shortly after leaving base. I un- 
wrapped a fresh piece and exchanged it with the old one: 
it was frozen so hard that I had to melt it in my mouth 
for some time before my teeth would make any impression 

on it. 

The weather seemed to be improving and I could see 
stars again . . . also a few searchlij h s which were playing 
about on our port. I could see them through the cloud, 

* which was not very thick here. They moved slowly 
through the air . . . white shafts of light feeling their way- 
about searching for a victim, like some giant octopus 
seeking its prey. My spirits rose as the weather cleared; 
it did not look as though our venture was to be in vain 
after all. . . . 

Some searchlights suddenly came up from below, where 
apparently there was no cloud. They seemed to be mostly 

from behind us, so I called through to A ... but he 

had already seen them, as the aeroplane leaned over and 
felt as if it was dropping through the sky. I realized then 
that A must be flying again, although I did not remem- 

ber noticing the change-over. As the aeroplane leaned 
over on its turns the searchlights seemed to come at us 
from our own level instead of from below, and to be swing- 
ing round. They next looked as though they were falling 
underneath us and coming up the other side. One of them 
swung on to us and stayed with us. . . . Gosh ! . . . 
how bright it looked! Every detail of my turret showed 


4 0 TAIL GUNNER 

up, and I felt I wanted to hide ! How huge the aeroplane 
felt! . . . and no longer remote and alone. There were 
men below — and possibly near us in the air, too— seeking 
to destroy us: we were their enemy, and they were using 

their power for our destruction. 

The aeroplane continued its antics; diving and % climbing 
and swinging about the sky. I was very much alert now, 
and strained my eyes against the blinding whiteness of the 
light. A fighter might or might not be near. Anyway, we 
were a well illuminated target, should there be one about, 
and I certainly did not intend him to have a sitting shot 
and I did not intend him to have a shot at all if I could 


see him first! 

There was complete silence down the intercom., as we 
were all too intent to speak. It was as though we had 
been disturbed by a rude visitor, and one that we wished 
would go! Two more searchlights were on us now, and 
held us despite all A ’s antics. Suddenly I saw a 

shape above us ! . . . it was the silhouette of an aeroplane I 

Instantly I swung my guns up . . . but almost 
immediately realized it was our own shadow projected on 
to the clouds above us by the searchlights below. 

They went out as suddenly as they had appeared, and 
we were left in complete darkness — a darkness even darker 
than before— and I realized I had been sweating despite 
the cold. 

A straightened the aeroplane out and continued on 

his way. I continued staring into the darkness and still 
chewed my gum. . . . 

“Well, you’ve seen some Jerry searchlights now, second 
pilot,” said A . 

“Yes, sir. ...” 

“I think that must be our target ahead, navigator. 
There's a hell of a lot of heavy flak going up.” 

“Yes, sir. ... I was thinking the same thing. Its 
about where it should be.” 


Good! I’m going to climb some more before glidin 
in. ^ All that stuff looks about our height. . . 

O.K., sir. I think I'll go forward now to the bom 


sight. . . /’ This last was from Bill, as he was going to 
drop the bombs. 

As A opened the throttles wider for our climb, a 

more vicious shower of sparks shot behind. 

I began to feel very excited. The big moment had 
nearly arrived. We were near our target . . . and soon 
we would be trying our hardest to identify it. We had had 
a very clear description from the intelligence officer at 
briefing, and knew just what to look for . . . and I could 
still see that chalked map in my mind’s eye. We were 
over Germany . . . over the country with which we were 
at war! Below were our enemy ; the people we were trying 

to destroy. ... • 

Up there the air was the same as at home. It was cold 

and clean, and unless we were being fired at there was no 

difference * between flying here and flying over England. 

A few hours ago we were over England . . . over the 

country for whose freedom we were fighting and whose 

people we were trying to save. Although we were over 

Germany, all we could see was a grey colourless mass with 

occasionally a few lights, and sometimes some very bright 

lights which were searchlights, and some flashes which were 

guns. Those guns were trying to destroy us . . . and we 

were trying to destroy the material and men and women 

that made those guns — and the shells that fired those guns. 

It was to be a race for one side to succeed. Our skill was 


pitted against their skill. 

“When we get there I’ll circle round before going in. See 
if you can identify the target, navigator. When you do 
we’ll go straight in . . . we've got plenty of time. . . .” 

“Right, sir. . . . Another five minutes ought to. see us 
there! Shall I drop one stick?” 

“Yes . . . drop one stick if you get a good run-up. If 
you don't get a good sight, we'll come in again. . . /' 

I was staring out into the darkness. It was a tempta- 
tion to look at the ground . . . but a temptation that had 
to be overcome, as the danger of fighters near the target 
area is always great. 

“Yes, that’s Cologne all right/-' A said. “I can see 
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me river. God bless my soul! . . . look at all those 
flares! We're not the first by any means. There are 

several fires already. ..." . . 

We were circling round the outskirts of the city, and I 
could now see what was going on. By jove! what a sight! 
As A — — had just said, we were by no means the first. I 
could see three or four large fires glowing red, and several 
specks of red which must have been more fires just starting. 
There were dozens of searchlights: some appeared station- 
ary, some were waving about the sky, while others inter- 
sected at one point. Those I knew held a victim, although 
they were too far off for me to see him. Those that 
were weaving about formed intricate patterns against the 
sky. ... 

There were bright yellow balls floating gently down: 
these were flares dropped by other aeroplanes. They were 
at all heights, and by the light of those nearer the ground 

houses and streets could be seen quite clearly . . ..and the 

River Rhine could be seen, too, as a bright silvery streak 
winding through the town as the water reflected the light 
from the flares. Flashing across the ground were bright 
yellowish-white flashes, which were guns. The flashes 
were continual and were jumping here, there, and every- 
where; whenever I looked down they were flashing and 
leaping about . . . while every few seconds there were 
brighter and bigger flashes which I knew to be bombs 
bursting. 

There must have been an unholy din down there, though 
up in the aeroplane there was only the roar of the engines 
and our own voices down the intercom. There was plenty 
to say now, and we said it. In the air shells were bursting 
with their jewel-like flashes . . . and tracer shells were 
streaking up like brightly coloured snakes writhing about 
the sky. What a sight! Lights everywhere! . . . beams 
of light, streaks of light, flashing lights, white lights and 
coloured lights, searchlights, shells, bombs, fires and 
flares ... all at once: hundreds of them all darting about 
and jumbled together, shooting up and flashing . . . while 
way up above the stars shone but were forgotten. . . . 
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“I’ve got it, sir! No mistaking it. ..." Bill’s excited 
voice came down the intercom. "If you turn to the left 
now you’ll see it. . . 

We turned to the left and A closed the throttles. 

The contrasting silence was a relief as we made our gliding 
approach over Cologne. I could see brilliant flashes 
followed by black puffs of smoke as shells burst on either 
side of us . . . but they were too far off to do us any harm. 
The turmoil was all around us now, but was not directed 
at us: we were approaching unheard and unseen, and seemed 
to be spectators high up in some gigantic arena watching 
this display of fire and fury. Above us . . . below us . . . 
in front and behind . . . shells were bursting in a thunder- 
storm of steel! Searchlights in their dozens were streaking 
the sky, while tracer shells popped up in their snaky path 
like little balls of light chasing each other in their climb 
to the sky. Their upward journey got slower until at last 
they could go no further, and fell down in a gentle curve 

and then exploded. i 

“Left, left . . . steady! . . . Left! . . . steady, steady 

steady . . . Left! . . . steady Hold iff Steady 

Steady. . . . Bombs gone!" 

Bill almost screamed the last two words. His excite- 
ment was infectious, and I peered down, straining my eyes 

against the glow below. ... 

“Can you see the bombs from the tail?’’ 

“No, I can't see the bombs; there are too many flashes. . . . 
But I can see the incendiaries, though. . . .” 

They- were white and very bright like white Neon lights, 
and were spreading across the ground. Ours were not the 
only ones; they seemed to be everywhere. Many had 
already found their mark and had turned into red glowing 
masses, and I hoped ours would do the same. There were 
many more fires now, and they were getting bigger. 

We were still gliding silently, and so far had not been 
touched. We were weaving slightly from side to side; 
thereby lessening our chances of being picked up or hit. 
As we banked on our turns, the ground, with all its turmoil 
of lights and flashes, appeared to tilt from side to side 


G 


44 


TAIL GUNNER 


A must have been enjoying himself, and was probably 

muttering “ God bless my soul! 

When we were clear'of all searchlights and flak, A 


opened the throttles: the engines roared their noises again, * 
and sparks shot out behind. 

I felt elated and wanted to sing. What a trip! . . . * 
and what a wonderful view! If only all trips were like 
this one. I had forgotten about being cold or uncomfort- 
able, and my heart went out to A . By his skill and 

planning he had brought us safely away from Cologne and 
danger. I did not mind admitting to myself that I had been 
dreading Cologne again ... but I could laugh at all my 
forebodings now. This would be a trip worth remembering 
and the sort of trip Leonard would have enjoyed. I 
felt as though I had really done something . . . though I 
had done less than anyone, being merely a spectator, and 
had just sat. 

My joy and high spirits were due partly to the tremendous 
feeling of relief at the easiness of the trip, as much as to its 
success. All the forebodings that my imagination had 
been conjurii% up had been in vain. We had left Cologne 
unscathed, whereas last time we came away wounded and 
sore. We had seen far more than we had expected to see. 
There was none of that uncertainty and doubt that one 
sometimes has on the return journey, wondering where 
the bombs really fell. Our object had been achieved: we 
had definitely seen and bombed our target. 

I looked at my watch. I would time the flares and note 
how long I could see them. I had*often read in the news- 
papers '. . . and the fires could be seen twenty minutes 
after leaving the target.’ Well, we had been flying for 
fifteen minutes, and I could see them very clearly. There 
was a bright red glow on the horizon which tinted the 
sky above it a wonderful warm red. The glow was still 
and steady, but every now and then was brightened by 
sudden flashes as bombs continued to burst — probably 
increasing still more the fierceness of those fires. The 
searchlights were less bright from this distance, and could 
just be seen as pale silvery streaks which seemed to stay 
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stretched across the sky. The flak bursts were still spark- 

ling and flashing. * 

I was reminded of the sunset we had seen on leaving our 

own aerodrome, and thought what a fitting description it 
would be for the fires I could see* . . . and twenty minutes 
after ' leaving the target fires could be seen glowing like a 
sunset. That was just how they looked, and I must 
remember to mention that at interrogation. . . • 

“Have you sent the ‘Off target’ signal, wireless opera- 
tor? . A asked. ' , 

“Not yet, sir. The wireless has gone for a Burton. 

“D’you think you can fix it?” 

“I’jn trying to, sir. . . . I’ve got it in bits. . . 

“Right! Let me know how you get on. Do you think 

we are on track, navigator? 

“I don’t know, sir, but I hope so. I can t see a bloody 

i • ill 

“No neither can I. With any luck we shall be able to 
pin-point ourselves when we cross the coast.” 

We were passing through some sort of electrical storm. 
Blue flames were running up and down my gun barrels. 
The flames did not seem to be coming from the barrels, but 
to be dancing round and round, and up and down, hardly 
touching them. The trailing aerial also seemed to be 
alight with a blue flame running its whole length. I was 
fascinated, watching this flame that did not burn, and I 

called through to A to tell him about it. He said the 

same sort of thing was happening round the airscrews as 

well. 

It was now forty minutes since we had left the target. 
. and there was still a faint red glow away out on the 
horizon where Cologne was. I could no longer see any 
searchlights or flak, but occasionally there was a brighten- 
ing of the glow as bombs continued to burst. 

, Arthur called through to say the wireless was still U.S., 
and that there was nothing he could do about it. He had 
tried everything but could not get a squeak. If Arthur 
could not do anything . . . then no one could in the air! 
A said we should have to do without it, then . . . 
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an obvious remark, no doubt, but he did not seem to be 

showing any copcem about it. 

We kept on flying through misty clouds, and I could hear 

the ice cracking on the tail plane and fuselage like pistol shots. 

“We should be getting near the coast soon,” Bill said. 
“Our E.T.A. is jn another seven minutes.” 

There was nothing to be seen . . . not even searchlights. 
My excitement had died down, and I was once again 
conscious of discomfort and the cold. I was beginning to 
feel very- sleepy, too: my eyelids felt heavy, and I had to 
strain to keep them open. I began saying the morse code 
through to myself to keep awake. . . . What were our 
beacon letters? 'A.R.' . dit-dar, dit-dar-dit. . • • ^ 

would be waiting for us . . . dit-dar, dit-dar, dit-dar-dit. . . . 
They would be waiting for us in the watch office and ops. 
room, too. They would probably be getting anxious, not 

having heard from us as yet. ... 

“Can you see anything from the tail, Riv? . . .” 

“Not a blooming thing, sir!” 

Arthur asked if he should drop a flare, but A said 

it was no good, as there was ten -tenths cloud below. There 
was nothing to show us where we were. However, every 
minute that passed meant we were so many more miles 
nearer home . I must not forget that bit about the flares 
being like a sunset. 

' We continued on our way, bumping now and then, and 
he minutes ticked by. The engines seemed to take on 
the sound of our beacon . . . dit-dar, dit-dar-dit. It 
wa^ as though the engines were calling to the beacon as 
a Irorse neighs when it nears its stable. 

We could not say for certain where we were ... we 
might be over the land or we might be over the sea. There 
was no indication from below: no lights, no signs of land or 
water . . only cloud. There was nothing we could do 
about it, either. We had come down to four thousand 

% 

feet, and there was still cloud below us. The pilot had got\ 
his course from the navigator, and was steering it; we knew 1 
our E.l .A. for the English coast, which was in about anothejj* 
seven minutes . . . but that was all. 
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Arthur was still working on the wireless set, but said it 
was pretty hopeless. We could only just sit. Bill could 
do nothing more, either: he had worked out his course and 
knew his E.T.A., but without aid from the wireless .or 
without seeing the ground he could do nothing more. 

A was flying with the aid of his instruments, and Martin 

was sitting beside him. . . while I was still in my turret, 
looking out into the darkness and feeling very cramped and 
sore in the bottom. 

Our E.T.A. was up, but whether we had crossed the^ 
coast we could not tell. We carried on. Suddenly we 
saw a flare path below 11s: there was no mistaking it, and 
I think we all more or less saw it at the same moment. 
There was just a small break in the clouds through which 
it was visible. We circled and came down through the 

clouds to below one thousand feet. A said he would 

land there, although we did not know which aerodrome it 
was, as we could not see the beacon. We rather felt that 

it was “a bird in the hand . . 

It is always rather an anti-climax landing at a strange 

aerodrome, particularly when one is tired. It usually 
means a long wait until daylight or until the weather 
improves before being able to get home. During the last 
part of a trip I always look forward to that cup of tea and 
a pipe before interrogation . . . followed by a jolly good 
breakfast, and then, best of all— bed! True, at a strange 
aerodrome one gets the cup of tea, pipe, and breakfast 
. . . but not one’s own bed. ' 

A was bringing her in now, and I prepared myself 

for the bump. Not that I mistrusted A 's landing, but 

I had had too many bruises not to be careful. 

At the last moment, and almost too late, they gave us a 

red. A opened the throttles fully, retracted the 

undercarriage again, and we climbed and circled once more. 
We saw the sea now for the first time . . . and it was on 
* the wrong side 0} us! There was no mistaking it. The 
sea was on the north-west. Surely we could not have 
crossed England? ... • 

We continued in a wide circuit, with all of us peering at 
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the ground. I had forgotten all about fighters. There 
was' the • sea again ! . . . this time on the south-east. 
Where the hell were we? . . . We all knew but could 
hardly believe it: this was one of the Dutch islands! 

We did not waste any time. A turned the nose in a 

northerly direction and kept the throttles open, and Bill 
got really busy. He had got bis pin-point ! Our feelings - 
were of relief and amazement. Who was the mug who had 
given us the red? That \ye shall never know . . . and it 
still puzzles me. It seems incredible: a British bomber 
would surely be recognized a few feet above the aerodrome, 
even at night ... but instead of enticing -us in they had 
actually warned us off and never fired a shot. They 
must have had a mug' on duty that night, and thank God 

for it! \ . 

At any rate, we knew we were over the sea now, and Bui 

said he recognized the island: he gave A a fresh course 

to fly, and had some pretty ripe remarks to make about 

the winds. A asked for a new E.T.A. for the English 

coast, but Bill said he had no idea, as the wind had com- 
pletely altered: it had blown us about a hundred miles off 
our course, and was dead against us. 

We could see the sea quite easily now. Even at a 
thousand feet and in the darkness we could see the waves 


breaking into ‘white horses' below us. 

A said we were getting very low in petrol . . . and 

unless Bill was wrong about the wind we would probably 
have to come down on the sea. We had enough petrol for 
another twenty minutes’ flying . . . and about eighty 
more miles of sea to cross. There was nothing that he 
could do, except go on flying and fly as economically as he 
could : it was a question of getting as near to our own coast ■». 
as we could before coming down. 

1 don’t think we quite realized our predicament even 
then. We had been flying for about nine and a half hours 
and a lot had happened in that time . . . and we were still 
far from being out of the wood. 

The fires would still be burning in Cologne, where there 
would be a lot of suffering and misery. That is what we 
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had intended. Our target had been a large factory, and a 
lot of night-shift workers would have been working there: 
there would be people dead or dying . . . there would be 
people burned there. Some might be alive . . . living 
with broken bones, unable to move, and with crushed and 
mangled bodies pressed against them . . . with nothing 
but the stink of rubble and putrefying flesh for company. 
There would be people with arms and legs blown off . . . 
and people with their stomachs blown open . . . and 
people with half their faces blown away. They might 
have to wait hours or even days until they were found; 
unable to help themselves and wishing they could die 
yet afraid “to die. Some would be badly burnt and 
would die : others would not die, but would be crippled and 
scarred always. ... All these things I had seen when 
our own aerodrome was bombed. 

While all this was going on we were flying away from the 
havoc we had caused . . . and would soon be near death 
ourselves. We were near death now, but how near we 
could not know. We might, or might not, make a safe 
landing . . . and even if we did, we might, or might not, 
be rescued. We would do all we could . . . and the rest 
was in the hands of God. Every second we were getting 
nearer home; and the nearer home we got, the greater were 
our chances of being saved. We had no wireless, so could 
not send out an S O S. 

Had any of our R.D.F. stations picked us up? . . . 
And were we being plotted yet ? U pon this depended largely 
our chances of being rescued. If we were being plotted 
we definitely had a chance: if not, we had practically no 
chance at all. Still, there was nothing more we could do 
except wait: we were still flying and we were still alive! 

I had a definite and active job to perform now, as A 

had put me in charge of the dinghy party. My first job 
was to hack away the fuselage door. 

The fuselage light was on, and I could see what I was 
doing quite easily. There was not much room to use the 
axe . . . and, hampered as I was by the confined space 
and all my clothing, I soon began to sweat and labour. 
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Yet all the time I felt a sort of satisfaction in chopping with 
the axe: I felt as a child might feel who had been told 
he could break his toys instead of being told he was not 
allowed to ! The door came away quite suddenly and was 
whisked away by the slipstream . . . and I nearly went 

with it! * 

My next job was to see that the dinghy was ready for 
launching . . . and I wished I had taken more interest in 
dinghy drill! The dinghy was on the fuselage floor just 
aft of the door, and there was a long cord leading from it - 
and tied to the fuselage. I made certain that this cord was 
firmly attached ... as it not only acted as the rip-cord •' 
for inflating the dinghy, but was also the only means of ^ 
securing the dinghy to the aircraft. 

1 called through to A to tell him that all was ready 

at* our end . . . and he replied that he could carry on for 
a bit yet. I leaned out of the doorway as far as I dared, j 
and had a look below. The sea was rough . . . devilish £ 
rough: I could see the waves breaking over each other i n 
the darkness. There must have been a hell of a wind 
blowing. ... 

Suddenly I saw a light, and called through to A to 

tell him . . . but he had seen it, too, and was turning 
round to investigate. It was quite bright, and was on the 
water, but what it was or where it came from I had not 
idea . whether it was on a ship, lightship, buoy, or 

what . . . Arthur suggested dropping a flare, and A 

agreed . . . but we were not high enough for the flare to 
be of much use, as it touched the sea almost as soon as it 
ignited, and went out. Arthur launched one after the 
other, but all with the same result: they lit up for a second 
and showed the sea in all its fury . . . but no sign of the 
light or from whence it came. As soon as the flare hit the 
sea it smouldered, and I could imagine the sizzling sound it 
would make . . and then darkness. The light was still 

there, and A decided to come down as close to it as he 

could. ... . 

Hill gave me the Yerey pistol and some cartridges, which 
I put inside my flying suit . . . and he, Arthur, and Martin 
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did the same with the other cartridges. We now took up 
our positions ready for the crash-landing. 

Martin and I were lying on the floor right by the open 
doorway, with our feet braced against what we call the 
step, which is a raised part of the fuselage about two feet 
high and just forward of the door. The other two were 
sitting on the step with their feet by our feet: they had their 
backs towards the front, and we had our feet towards the 
front . . . and we were all hanging on to ropes slung from 
the roof. . . . 

We were coming down now, and hanging on for all we 

were worth. A throttled back and we braced ourselves 

even harder: he must have held off too soon, as he opened 
up again and then throttled back in a few seconds. 

There was a terrific crash, and the lights went out. We 
were hurled forward and drenched with icy water . . . 
and completely blinded by the darkness which was intensi- 
fied by the sudden change from the light. We struggled 
to our feet with the water above our knees and the waves 
crashing against us through the doorway 

I groped for the dinghy and hurled it through the opening. 

I was holding on to the rip-cord and could feel the dinghy 
inflate . . . and I was surprised at the speed with which 
it did so. I heard someone shout — “ Quickly , sir ” . 
and felt the drag of the dinghy against the rope in my hand 
as I hauled it towards the aircraft. . . . 

The rope suddenly became slack. It had broken 1 I 
hurled myself into the sea and felt the dinghy with my 
hands. I did not notice the cold. The dinghy was being - 
hurled and tossed about like a cork . . . and I, too, with it, 
as I was washed across it. . . . 

Arthur and Martin were there, too ; I think I pulled them 
on top . . . but Bill was Still in the water, and I had hold 
of him by the arm. God ! What a weight he was ! I was 
kneeling and hauling on Bill as hard as I could, and shouting 
to the others to help: Arthur half gasped and half shouted 
back that he could not, as I was kneeling on top of him. So 
I was! . . . Poor old Arthur. He struggled from under- 
neath me and got a hold on Bill, who was a dead weight and 
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nearly drowned. Martin had hold of his other arm, and I i 
had hold of his clothing round his shoulders. He was kick- 
ing with his legs and imploring us to pull him with us. . . . 

We had to get him aboard: that was all I could say or 

think. We must not lose him . . . we could not leave him. 

He was a living body: we were alive . . . and he must live , 
loo! The waves were breaking over us furiously, and we 
were being hurled about unmercifully . but still we 
kept our grip on Bill, and still we hauled. I was using all 
my strength, and was hopelessly out of breath. Several 
times we had him nearly with us, and each time a wave hit 
us and we fell sprawling and almost into the sea . . . but 
still wc kept our hold. Arthur, Martin and I on the dinghy, 
and Bill in the water . . . and Bill was drowning and we , 
were getting weaker. Oh, God . . . give us strength! 

The waves had washed us on board ... so why should 
they not do the same for Bill? . . . We began to wait for 
the waves, and when Bill was lifted so we pulled . . . and 
at last — ancf after how long I have no idea— we had hun 
with usl Bill lay gasping and grinning on the dinghy with 
us! 

There were four of us huddled together and hurled 
about . . . but there should have been five. I think Arthur 
was the first to voice our thoughts . . / but up to now all 
our energies had been on Bill : we had him in our hands, and 

by our efforts we saved him. But A . . . A was 

not with us. . . . 

We could now see better, and we saw him. He was fifty 
> ards away, standing on the fuselage of his sinking aero- 
plane . . . the aeroplane in which he had saved us . . . 
and we could not save him. There he was alone and 
waiting. We saw him when we rose with the waves . . 
and lost him when we went down with them. All the time 
we were getting farther away . . and all the time his 
aeroplane was sinking. ... 

What could we do? The answer was, nothing . . . 
absolutely nothing! We could only watch . . and 
thank God for our own lives, we had no paddles, and no 
one could swim in a sea with waves higher than a house 
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We did not know if A had seen us. We shouted ... 

but our shout was blown back at, and behind, us. I don t 
think he heard our shout, and I don’t think he had seen us. 

We watched A . We watched him disappear with 

his aeroplane . . . and were silent. . . . 

There were four of us, and we were alive. We were in a 
sorry plight, but we were alive! We were drenched and 
at the mercy of the fury of the waves, and the wind was 
bowling against us . . . with the tops of the waves blown 
up into a spray and dashed against our faces. Our faces 
stung, our mouths were filled with water, and our eyes 
smarted from the salt. We were sitting round the edge of 
the dinghy with our feet in the middle. We realized by 
now that the dinghy was upside down . . . with all our 
comforts and provisions underneath and by this time 
washed away! 

There we were sitting on a circular rubber surface about 
four feet in diameter . . . which undulated and moved with 
the weight of our bodies and the rise and fall of the waves. 

I could feel it writhing underneath me like a live thing. . . . 

We could still see the light with its reflection on the 
wates, and guessed it to be about half a mile away . . . 
but still we could not tell what it was or where it came 
from. I got out the Verey pistol, which was already 
loaded, and fired a cartridge. 

The coloured stars shot up, and we could see each other 
clearly by their light : they fell in a curve into the sea, and 
I noticed and was thrilled by the colour and beauty of their 
reflection in the water. The sea sparkled and shone with 
all manner of brilliant lights and colour, which suddenly 
disappeared as the stars were drowned. 

I fired three cartridges altogether, and we looked and 
waited to see what we might see . . . but we saw no 
- answering signal from a ship or any sign at all.. We saw 
• the brightly coloured stars as. they soared up and floated 
gently to the sea, and the brightly lit sea heaving and 
swirling about us and breaking into white clouds of spray 
. . . but there was no reply or sign froin the light. . . . 

We seemed to be part of the waves, and were drifting 
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away from the light. Where a boat would have been dashed 
to pieces, the rubber dinghy merely gave in to the waves 
and took its shape from them: they could not break it, and 
they could not sink it. The dinghy fitted to our bodies 
and we stayed with it. We could not hold on, as there 
was nothing on which to hold . . . but our bodies were 
relaxed and we leant and swayed with the waves, fitting 
the rhythm of our movements to the heaving of the water. 

We were still exhausted from our exertions with Bill, 
and we were sprawled, half-sitting and half-lying, round 
the edge of the dinghy with our legs tangled in the middle. 

I looked at my watch, which was withstanding the water 
and was still going. ... 

It was five o’clock. We sat and stared at each other and 
listened to the sea. Martin was sick: he turned his head 
and vomited with the wind, his whole body heaving. Poor 
Martin ... he felt worse than the rest of us: this was his 
first trip . . . and what a trip! He was still dazed and 
bewildered, but he was taking his hardships marvellously. 

Our weight in the centre of the dinghy made a sort of 
6aucer-like depression which was filled with water, so that 
our legs and feet were immersed. The sea had soaked 
through our clothing and boots, and it was abominably 
cold. . . . 

We must bail the water out . . . but how? ... I took 
off one of my boots and tried with that, but the leather was 
so soft and flabby as to be useless. We each had our caps 
in our pockets, and we tried using them: they proved 
quite good for the job, and by holding them open with 
both hands we scooped the water up and threw it over the 
side. Only two of us could work at this at once . . . and 
when the two nearer the direction of the wind tried throwing 
the water over the side, it merely blew back again. None 
of us were doing much good, as the waves continually 
replaced what water we threw out, but at least it gave us 
something to do and helped us to keep up our circulation. 

I think that first hour was the worst. There we sat in 
the darkness, shaking with the cold and just able to see each 
other . . . being hurled up and down, and drenched by the 
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waves which at times hit us so hard they took our breath 
. away . . . the wind tearing at our clothing, stinging our 
faces, and smarting our eyes . . . unable to move or stretch 
our legs, which were across each other’s and already getting 
numb with the cold. 

It would have been easy — and it was a temptation at 
times — to drop back into the waves which seemed to be 
stretching up ready to receive us. It would have been over 
in a few minutes: a few minutes of struggling for breath and 
choking . . . then blackness . . . and whatever follows. . . . 
As we were, what would be the end? Exhausted, numbed 
with cold until we could stay on no longer and were washed 
away by the waves? . . . or slow death from starvation 
and thirst? ... or madness? ... I knew of one crew 
that had gone insane : they had been in the dinghy for three 
days, and then one by one had gone mad. But we might 
be picked up! . . . there was always that chance, and we 
held on to it: it gave us strength and endurance. There 
was that will to live which is stronger than the wish to die. 
We were young, strong, healthy, and had homes and 
friends. We loved life and we wanted life ... ah, dear 
Godl we wanted life more than anything. What- had we 
done in our young lives? Certainly not all that we wished 
to do. We had been in danger many times before, and 
near death, too: we had seen death . . '. but death in 
others. Death for us was near now . . . but I don’t think 
I was afraid. I do know that I wanted to live; to see my 
home and my friends. ... I loved my home and my 
friends . . . and I loved life. . . . 

We were very close together in that dinghy. Our 
bodies were touching . . . but it was more than that: we 
were sharing our lives, and I think our thoughts were the 
same. If we died we would die together . . . and if we 
were saved we would be saved together. 

Our actions continued the same and became almost 
mechanical . . . throwing water over the side and keeping 
our balance on that heaving dinghy. We spoke very 
little: conversation was in our thoughts. We spoke of our 
homes and friends ... but never of our discomforts ; 









they were too real. We spoke of A , and asked each 

other time and time again how we could have saved him. 
How could we ? . . . I still ask myself that question, but 
have not found an answer yet. I can still see him sil- 
houetted against the sky and not moving, as we rose on 
the heights of the waves. Could he have reached us. . . . 
No' no man could have swum in that $ea in flying 



Cl °Bili n had lost a boot in his struggling in the sea, and we 
tried to keep his foot out of the water . . . but there was 
nowhere to put it except on top of our own, and the waves 
wetted it then just the same. It was stiff with the cold, 
and he could not move it. 

The dinghy was not spinning round, as might have been 
expected, as there was a canvas sea anchor which kept it 
straight. Arthur and I were with our backs three quarters 
to the wind, with Bill and Martin opposite us. Bill and I 
did most of the bailing, as from our positions with the wind 
it was easiest. Martin was still retching, and was feeling 
terribly ill, but he never once complained. His retching 
and sickness made him very weak, and I knew he was feeling 
wretched. The waves were hitting Arthur and I on our 
backs and went down our necks, and were hitting Bill and 
Martin in the face. On the whole, I think Arthur and I had 


the better of it. 

I still had the same piece of chewing-gum in my mouth 
that I had before reaching Cologne. I suddenly became 
aware of it and spat it into the sea. 

Our eyes had become quite accustomed to the darkness 
now, and we could see each other quite easily. Martin 
had slipped more to the middle of the dinghy and was half 
lying across it with the top half of his back, head and 
shoulders almost touching the sea behind him: in fact, 
many times he was submerged . . . but he did not seem 
to notice it. Poor chap, he was in a very bad way; when I 
spoke to him he did not seem to hear. Bill was sitting 
hunched next to him, and was pushing his cheerful face to 
meet the waves. When a particularly fierce one hit him 
he merely grinned, with the water dripping off his face, and 
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all the while he was throwing water over the side. Arthur 
was leaning, forward 'with his arms across his knees, and 
seemed more cross than anything. Bill and I had to time 
our scoops for water, as there was not room for both our 
hats in amongst our legs at the same time: our hands were 
stiff and painful with the cold and were already swelling, 
and I found it difficult to hold my hat. 

At times I felt in the depths of depression and despond- 
ency, and as if a heavy weight were on my chest. At these 
moments I needed every ounce of courage I possessed to keep 
my body composed. The others were probably feeling 
the same — I know Martin was — and I hoped I was con- 
cealing my feelings as successfully as they were. At 
other times my thoughts were almost gay in comparison, 
and I felt a sort of thrill and exhilaration inoour wild 
gyrations: my spirits seemed to rise and fall with the waves 
as they took us with them where they would. We were 
never still: up and down ... at times so high it seemed 
we should be blown from the tops ... at other times so 
low it seemed the weight of the water must come down 
swamping and drowning us. But our dinghy, the most 
seaworthy craft of its size, was always on top. . . . 

So we sat and watched the waves get lighter, lightened 
by the dawn which came with storm and cloud and rain 
... while at base they would have given us up by now 
and chalked up one word — Missing — against our names. 
I had seen that word many times, and had often wondered 
where those men would be. . . . They would be wondering 
that about us now, back at base; We were just one of those 
crews that Failed to return. ... 

Martin spoke for the first time, and said: 

“When will they send telegrams to our next of kin? . . ." 

“Oh, when the old adj. starts work . . . not for another 
hour or two yet, anyway . . . they always wait a bit to 
give us a chance to turn up," I answered. "You’re mar- 
ried, aren’t you, Martin?" 

“Yes, sir ... I’m married." 

"Where does your wife live?" 

“In the village. ' I live out." 



"I expect the adj. or padre will go round and teU her, I 
replied. “Much better than having a telegram. I always 
think a telegram is much too brutal . . . and seems final, 
somehow. You'U have to cheer her up to-night, Martin. 

“So you really think there-is a hope, sir? 

“Good lord, yes! ... of course I do! They U be 

scouring the water for us by now.” 

"I've got a date in York to-night, said BUI. 

“I wish my girl lived in York,” Arthur replied. 

And all the time it was getting lighter. What should 
we see? . . . The sky got fighter and the clouds took 
shape : dark clouds racing low across the sky and competing 
in fury with the waves . . . waves as fierce as ever, but 
majestic in their beauty. We could see their colours now 

. colours changing all the time. . . . 

You can’t describe colours . . . there are too many . . . 
any more than you can describe music. Music does not 
consist of single notes any more than colour consists of one 
colour: music is a harmony and rhythm of notes, while 
colour is a harmony and continual change of an infinite 
variety of subtleties of colour. You can say a thing is 
blue or green or red or brown: but there are hundreds of 
varieties of blues, greens, reds and browns . . . and some 
blues are so nearly green and some browns are so nearly red 
that the changes from blue to green, or red to brown, are so 
gradual that it is hard to say when blue ceases to be blue 
and becomes green, or when brown ceases to- be brown and 
becomes red. So it was with the sea . . . never still, 
never the same . . . always changing in shape and colour. 

There was no sign of ship or land. We were alone and 
waiting, and we wondered just where we were. Bill said he 
thought we were thirty or forty miles from our own coast, 
and we began wondering if we were on any shipping route. 
It was too early yet to expect help, as it was only just light, 
and they would not send out anything until now. 

T wish l had a cigarette!” Arthur said. 

He brought out a packet soaked to pulp, and threw it 
into the sea. It was carried away and disappeared instantly. 

We saw a speck below the clouds: it was an aeroplane 
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flying towards us! We watched it excitedly and intently 
as it got nearer. I got the pistol out ready to fire : it felt 
heavy and awkward in my numb fingers. The aeroplane 
came nearer, flying fast and low . . . and we saw it had 
twin engines and a single rudder, so we took it to be a 
Blenheim. 

I waited until it came nearer, and fired the pistol: I 
found the trigger hard to pull, and had to use both hands, 
my fingers were so weak. As I fired, Bill shouted . . . 

“My God! . . . it's an 88/” 

He was right ; it was. Thank God it had not seen us, but 
carried on its way and disappeared into the clouds. 

“He’s been up to no good,” Arthur remarked. 

Very soon some seagulls appeared, apparently from no- 
where. They hovered around us, motionless in the wind, 
with only their heads turning from side to side. . . . 

“Let’s hope they stay and bring some pals,” I said. “A 
ship might see them if it can't see us, and guess there’s 
something near. ...” 

It is amazing the way seagulls will appear when there is a 
ship or human being on the sea. They obviously hope for 
food. These gulls soon found they had come to the wrong 
place, and that we had nothing for them . . . and they 
continued on their mysterious journey — we knew not where. 
They had made us feel less alone, and had somehow given 
us hope. 

I .was struggling to reload the pistol, but the cartridges 
were soaked and swollen. Eventually, by peeling off some 
of the outer casing, I managed to push one home and close 
the breech. 

It started to rain hard . . . and we leant back our heads 
and let the water splash into our faces and trickle down our 
throats. At first it was refreshing . . . but soon it 
became monotonous and uncomfortable as it poured down 
our necks, making us even wetter than before. We sat 
with shoulders hunched, and Arthur swore. 

The rain did not last long, though, and the weather 
showed signs of improving. The clouds were lifting an 
there were some breaks in them : a patch of blue sky showed 
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overhead, giving more colour to the sea. More seagulls 
kept appearing; some staying, and others flying past with- 
out taking any notice of us. I saw some gannets fly by, 
with their pointed wings and heads, on their straight 
course, just missing the tops of the waves: they seemed to 
be flying with more purpose than the other gulls. I love 
watching gannets, and even there I could watch them with 
interest and pleasure. There were oyster-catchers, too, 
chattering in their high-pitched voices as they passed with 
rapid wing-beats. I was surprised to see them so far out 
to sea, as I had always imagined them to be shore birds. 
Perhaps this meant that we were nearer land than we 
thought? ... I confided my hopes to the others. .... . 

Again we saw' an aeroplane approaching in the distance! 
There was no mistaking it this time, with that short fuselage 
and twin rudders. ... It was a Hudson, flying about two 
hundred feet above the sea and about half a mile from us l 
I struggled frantically to fire the pistol - . . , but my fingers- 
wcre so cold and stiff and swollen as to be almost useless. 
Pill was helping, and at last we' got it off . . . but too late, 
as the Hudson was well past us and went out of sight. I 
had even more difficulty in reloading the pistol . . . and 
w hile I was still trying the. Hudson reappeared, this time on 
the other side of us. I tried my hardest to load the pistol 
while the. others w'aved frantically . . ..but in vain! 
The Hudson disappeared- 

I remarked that if there was one there would probably be 
others. We felt better. The clouds were lifting, and the 
sun threw its rays horizontally across the sea and dazzled 
us: the lights sparkled and danced on the broken surface 
of the sea that shone as brightly as the sun. The wind was 
still tearing at us, and the waves were still soaking us . . . 
and we w’ere shaking with the cold . . . but we felt more 
cheerful with the light. I had never been so cold before. 
1 he others faces were white and patched w'ith blue, and I 
could see their teeth chattering; my own sounded like a 
roll of drums! My legs were stiff and painful and my .back 
ached: I would have given anything to have been able 
to lie down. I tried to change my position and move my 
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legs, but found I could not. I picked up one and moved it 
a few inches: the joints hurt abominably when I moved 
them, but I could feel no sensation in my leg at all. The 
only one oblivious of our surroundings was Martin, who 
lay back and stared upwards at the sky . . . and I am 
sure without seeing the sky. 

“I wonder if she knows yet . . ."he said. 

“Will she take it very hardly, d’you think?” I asked. 

I knew he was referring to his wife. 

“I don't know what she’ll do. She’s all alone. . * .” 
“The adj. will look after her,” I said. “He’s very 
decent like that. Anyway, you’ll be with her yourself 
soon.” , 

“I told her I should be back before dawn. . . 

“Well . . . you’ll be a bit late . * . but think what a 
welcome you’ll get. It'll probably be worth it.” 

I did not like the look of Arthur. He had not spoken 
for some time, and his eyes were wandering round without 
looking at anything. He asked me the time. 

“Getting on for nine o'clock,” I told him. 

“1 can’t stand another four hours of this! Have you 
got your revolver, sir? . . .” 

“No . . . I’ve lost it,” I answered' him. I was carry- 
ing it tucked in my flying boot, and it came out in my 
struggle on to the dinghy. ... 

Arthur was trying to open the clasp-knife which was 
slung round his neck . . . but, thank God, his fingers were 
too weak from the cold for him to be able to do so. 

“Don’t be a damned fool, Arthur 1” I said. “Go over the 
side if you like ... but you re not going to make a mess in 
herel ” 


He began to laugh, and soon said : 

“I'm sorry, sir. . . .” 

“Nothing to be sorry about,” I answered. “I knew you 
were only fooling.” " ■ 

“I wasn't fooling. . . " 

"Oh yes you were I Besides, what about your girl? 
She would' have minded, you know. ...” 

"I told Mum and Dad I'd finished with operations." 
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Arthur said a few minutes later. “I wonder what they'll 
do when they get the telegram? ..." 

“Probably give you a good raspberry when you get 

back,” I answered. 

Our eyes were continually searching the sea: when we 
were carried to the top of a wave, Bill and I would stop 
our bailing and strain our eyes to the horizon. Our range 
of vision was very limited, though, as rolling, monstrous 
\yaves prevented us from seeing far. We did once see a > 
ship when we were lifted by a particularly high wave . . . 
but only for a second or two, and then it was gone and we 
never saw it again. We tried to see if we were drifting in 
any particular direction, but there was so much movement 
all around us that it was impossible to tell. 

“I wonder why they gave us that red} . . Bill 

remarked. f 

“I can’t imagine ... but I’m jolly glad they didl 

l replied. 

“My gosh, so am II" Bill said quickly. 

“I wonder if I’ll ever see my D.F.M.?" Arthur said 
after another silence. 

“I didn’t know you’d been put up for one," I exclaimed. 
“Jolly good show!’’ 

“I’m not supposed to know . . . but Jimmy told me." 
Jimmy was his last captain. “Do you think we shall die, 
sir?’’ he went on. 

“No, I don't think so ..." I answered. “No ... I 
don’t think we shall die. It’ll be grand to look back on 
though, won’t it? . . ." 

“I’d rather not look back on it!" 

1 he clouds were nearly all gone, and the sun was 
getting higher in the sky. The sea was not so rough, and 
we were not getting swamped quite so often. Our bailing 
was becoming of more use, too . . . but each time we 
got nearly to the bottom, a fresh wave came in and gave 
us more work to do. 

If this was peace-time and we were near the shore, 
we’d be paying money for this sort of thing," T remarked, 
after a long silence. 


' “I don’t mind if I never see the sea again," Arthur 
replied. ' 

"My home’s by the sea," I told him. 

"Where?" i 

"Cornwall. ... T)’you know Cornwall, Martin?" 

"No, sir . . . I’ve never been there." 

"You ought to take your wife there when you get 
leave: they’re sure to give us some leave after this." 

I was getting terribly weak and stiff in the joints, and 
it was becoming a real effort to throw the water over the 
side: both Bill and I kept stopping in our movements, and 
we were getting slower and slower. My legs were com- 
pletely numb, and it was impossible to move them except 
by picking them up: on several occasions I picked up 
Arthur’s foot, thinking it was mine! Bill’s foot without 
the boot would be in a bad way by now ... he said he 
had no feeling in it at all. 

Arthur suddenly produced a small packet of chocolate, 
which he divided into four. We ate it greedily, in spite 

of the fact that we should probably feel more thirsty. 
Martin was sick again. 

I looked at my watch. ' It was nearly eleven o’clock. 
How much longer could we last? . . •. We could last 
until dark ... but I doubted if we would be able to see 
through another night: The last two hours seemed to 
have gone by very quickly. 

"They must have sent the telegram by now!" Bill 
remarked. 


^ es, I expect they have ..." I answered "It 
seems strange to think of what is happening at home. 

i i f t • • * _ ’t. It’s worse for those 

at home: if we die its the end . . . but for them it’« 

only the beginning. ... But don’t let’s talk of dyinel 

It s only eleven o’clock, and there’s bags of time for them 


abom ,> g w m g r d ,ma S‘ nm g how they would sc 
for ns > p , °i° Ur 0Wn Sf l uadron be searchin 

V ■ Probabl y they would. The sky was quit 
clear of clouds now, and the visibility was good. If or. 



the wind would dropl ... It did not give one a chance 
to get warm : it seemed to get right inside our clothing, and 

into our bodies. . , , . , , , . 

Arthur had dropped forward with his head between 

his knees I did not know if he were asleep or in some. 1 

sort of coma . . . but I was glad. I hoped he would 

lose consciousness, and stay unconscious: if he had to go, 

I hoped he would not know the end. ... _ ' 

Can you tell the moment of dying? ... If you are 
shot through the heart and die instantly, can you tell the 
instant of dying? . . . Is dying like sleep? . . . oblivion? 
Do those who die in their sleep know any difference between 
their sleep and their moment of dying? Is there blackness 
for evermore? ... or does your mind re-awake in a 
different body and different surroundings? ... I began 
wondering these things. Should we know when we were 
dead? If we lost consciousness, would that be the end? 
or should we know in our unconsciousness that we 

were dying? , • t 

Bill and I looked at each other, and each seemed to 

understand the other’s thoughts: we seemed to gain 

strength from each other, too. We were still bailing 

water out, but very slowly, and we would continue to do 

so until our arms could no longer move. 

Suddenly Bill said: 

“ Listen ! . . .” 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“Can't you hear} ... an aeroplane\ . . .” 

So it was . and a Blenheim this time, all right . . . 
flying about two hundred feet and zig-zagging about. Oh, 
God! . . . make it see us! 

Arthur was alert now, and we all eagerly followed its 
flight with our eyes, turning our heads first one way and 
then another as the aeroplane changed its course. It's 
snaky €0111*56 was getting nearer . . . very slowly, but 
nearer ... as we watched it with alternate waves of 
hope and despair: turning towards us and then away 
again. It was very close now, and surely must see us. 
(■- . I had the pistol and was doing all I could to fire 
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it • * • but I could notl The others tried, too, but with 
no better luck: our fingers just would not move. 

And all the time the Blenheim searched . . . searched 
lor us, but did not see us. It was moving away now and 
had not seen us: it was still searching . . . but it was 
going away. . > We watched it turning first one way 
1 then another but always away from us: we 
watched it going away, and we watched it until we could 
see it no longer. It had gone, and we were alone . . . 
and- we felt more alone than before 1 

We continued to watch the sky when the Blenheim had 

gone'. and we saw it reappear, still flying from side 

to side. It seemed to be making straight for us this time, 

and would surely pass overhead. It was getting very near 

now and we waved our arms frantically. We shouted in 

our frenzy ... as though the anguish of our shouts and 

minds must reach those men searching a few hundred 
feet away. ... 


Ever nearer the Blenheim came, turning this way and 

that Suddenly it turned and flew right around us less 

than a hundred yards away. It had seen us I ‘ and 
the crew were waving to us. 

Can you imagine our joy? I don’t think so unless 
you have been facing death for nearly eight hours We 

If. 1 “ a condemned man must feel who is reprieved on 
his way to the scaffold. I felt a surge of happmess such 

Tumb and • * f ° rB ' our bodies were 

numb and stiff, our minds recovered instantly 

I looked at my watch. It was eleven-thirty and 
we had been in the dinghy a little over seven hours 

° Ur , W f re fil ! ed Wlth i°y. which showed in our 

vet L T, ,° Und ' We Were not actually safe 
yet . but we had been found. We wprp 1 

drifting aimlessly about the sea and getting weaker 0 "^ 

but had been seen and were being cared for wfif l , ’ ' 

spotted, and were now the centre of £* oTa vl 

gamzation working for our safetv and L a vast 0I \ 

Th. Blenheim UbT - 

~ «« po.i.inn lh , ^ , nd 
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would be informed . . . and ships would_.be sent speeding 
to our rescue! We could look to the future now with 
joy, instead of with sadness and dismay. 

We began speculating as to what would pick us up. 

. . Would it be a destroyer or a motor-boat ... or 
would they send a seaplane? ... I knew a crew who had 
once been picked up by a destroyer. s Could you get a hot 
bath on a destroyer? . . . They would be sure to have hot 
meals . . . hot tea, hot whisky, and a bed! yes, a bed . . . 
perhaps, best of all, a bed ... a warm, comfortable bed! 

We could now think with pleasure of such comforts 
. . whereas before we had not dared to speak or even 
think of them. 

How long would it take for help to arrive? . . . t 
guessed about three hours. We were already craning our 
necks and straining our eyes in the direction of the shore 
. . . looking for the ship to take us home; in the same way 
as people on a railway station look down the line for a 
train that is late. 

Round and round the Blenheim flew . . . watching 
us; guarding us. We made a mental note of its number. 
We must write to the crew when we got ashore ... go 
and see them and thank them. Had they any idea how 
we felt? . . . could they possibly know of our gratitude 
and joy? How could they? To them we would be no 
more than just an unfortunate air-crew that had not quite 
made it: they would be glad that we were safe, but they 
could not be more than that. We were just four airmen 
whom they had saved, and they would be glad . . . but 
that was all. But to us they were as brothers: they had 
saved us when all seemed hopeless and lost. 

We owed our lives to them. . . . 

How could we let them know of our appreciation and 
happiness? They, too, must share our tremendous joy: 
they had made us happy, and they should know of our happi- 
ness. We waved to them, and thanked them in our hearts. 

Bill and I continued our bailing . . . for some purpose 
> now. Whereas before, our actions had been purely 
mechanical . . . now they were essential! 


TAIL GUNNER 


&7 

" We noticed for the first time that the dinghy was not 
quite so buoyant . . . and was slowly losing air. This 
caused us some concern: how long had it been deflating? 

, . The buffeting it had been having was beginning to 
tell on it . . . and there must be some tiny punctures or 
cracks. We tried to see where the air was escaping 
but could see no signs of any holes. We sat as still as we 
could, hardly daring to move for fear we should make the 
leakage worse! 

Some horrible thoughts began to haunt me. 
Suppose the dinghy Was more damaged than we thought, 
and was ready to split! . . It would be appalling if it 

sank now . . . and we were drowned before the ship 
arrived. Until the Blenheim came it would not have 
mattered . . but now it did not bear thinking about 
The dinghy had had some terrible blows from the waves 
which must have strained the rubber to its utmost 
endurance. 


There was still a big sweU on, and although the waves 
were only breaking over us occasionally, now, the dinghy 
was being twisted and contorted continuously there 
were great folds across the rubber, and I could feel and 
hear it chafing with every movement of the sea How 
much longer could our little craft stand up to tile strain 

. and how long had the Blenheim been with us? 

Forty minutes. 


Pray God we could hold out until a ship arrived 
Bill suddenly exclaimed: * 

"I can see a ship!” 

“Where? . . Are you sure}” 

the top of awav^. ‘ ^ when we were on 

I turned my head in the direction towards which Bill 
was pointing ... and, sure enough, when we rose hirfi 
I could see a speck in the distance which wai obviously a 
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it was a destroyer. Presently he said he. could see two 
more. Magnificent! . . . Three ships for four men! 

We began discussing whether we should get leave . "•' 
and how much. It was marvellous to be able to look to 
the future and make plans again: I could contemplate 
home and friends now without a pang. 

•What a lucky chap I am . - and how good life is . . . 

% 

I thought. . . 

It was now possible to discern details on the ships as 

they came pitching and tossing towards us. We could 
not yet see what type of ships they were: they might e 
destroyers, or they might be some smaller craft . . . but 
what did it matter? They were ships, and they were 
coming for us . . . coming to take us home. Very soon 
we would be warm, and cared for. ... • 

The Blenheim was still circling u$, and evidently was 
going to stay with us until we were aboard the rescue 
ships. Every second brought them nearer . . . and all 
the wh ile our joy was increasing. No longer were we foul 
destitute airmen . . . but four lucky men whom God .1 
had decided to save, and who had lives to live. 

The ships were not the destroyers we originally thought 
they might be . . . but they looked like some sort of 
trawler. We could just make out figures on the nearest 
one. They were closing towards us very rapidly, and our 
joy and excitement knew no bounds. We started waving 
to them, but could not see yet if they were waving back. 

As the leading ship came within hailing distance, one of 
the men in the bows called out': 

"Is anyone hurt ?” 

1 hen almost immediately on our reply that we were 
all right: 

"Have you been seasick? . . 

As they drifted slowly nearer, questions and replies 
were shouted across the water. If our joy had been great 

before now it was terrific. If only A had been 

with us, life would have been perfect. 

Men were leaning over the side watching us, ready to 
help. One of them threw a rope across, wh ich we managed 
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to- hold between us . . . and we were hauled alongside 
the trawler with our dinghy rubbing against its friendly 
hull. We' were rising and falling with the swell . . . 
sometimes almost level with the deck, and at other times 
right down by the keel. . . . 

One of the sailors lowered himself down the rope 
ladder into the dinghy to help us in being haaled aboard: 
our legs were useless, and would not hold the weight of 
our bodies, so we could not climb the ladder ... but by 
much pushing from below and pulling from above we 
were at last dragged aboard the ship and lay helpless on 
the deck. ... 


We could only smile and thank our rescuers time and 
again. They put lighted cigarettes between our lips 
gave us some neat whisky, and pulled off our flying cloth- 
ing. They then helped us below into their cabins, where 
there was a roaring fire, and undressed us: we sat naked 
in front of the stove absorbing the glorious heat, while the 
sailors raked out blankets, stockings, woollen pants and 
jerseys. 

Very soon we were sitting round the table wrapped 
in blankets, with mugs of hot tea, glasses of whisky, and 

1 L * « • a • _ _ us . . . talking and 

laughing and joking. Never before had life been so good 
... or people so kind. 

Never shall I forget those men, rough fishermen used 
to daily hardships and dangers themselves ye t as 
kind and gentle as mothers. All our wants and comforts 
were attended to with the greatest care and thoughtful- 
ness: our mugs of tea and glasses of whisky were never 
a lowed to remain empty; we were given cigarettes and 
also some tobacco for my pipe; bunks were prepared for 

us ... and we lay talking and smoking until we fell 
asleep, swaying with the regular roll of the ship 

Life was too good and full of interest for us to sleen w 
long, though By sleeping we missed the full thrill and 
enjoyment of being alive I I kept reminding- myself that 

W Z IZ ■ ■ * that there was stiU future V 

We told our stones time and again to fresh sailors 
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coming to see us. We kept them pl.eti wtth questions 
too: How had they, found us? . . . where were they 
taking us ? . . . where had they come from ? ■ • and 
so on as the hours passed by: hours of happiness an 

relief. i * 

When we neared port, and the time was approaching 

tor saying good-bye to our new-found friends, we ex- 
changed addresses, and wanted to give the s ^'PP e 
pounds to split amongst his crew, as we could just scrape 
up that amount between us but no nothing would 

induce any of them to take a penny! All they asked fo 
was a souvenir, such as a button off our tunics I told the 
skipper to get busy with the scissors . which he did! 

We slept that night in hospital, where incidentally 
think Ming got more attention than I did . . ■ and befo e 
going to bed we telephoned our unit and homes to let 
them know that we were safe. To cut a long story short 
-and a still longer journey by rail and road— we arrived 

back at the aerodrome at about midnight on the follo '™8 
night. We had hoped to be allowed to go straight to bed 
but on arrival we were greeted with a message to repor 
to t lie Station Commander at the ops. room. ... . 

I glanced behind me just before going in, and saw £>i 

with a broad grin on his face. 

“ Don't look so damn fit. Bill, or you wont get any leave! 

Start trembling or something ...” I whispered. 

Two days later we went on leave. 


When I returned to the squadron from leave, I went 
to see the C.O. He told me that Bill. Arthur and Martin 
had been sent on a rest, and he asked me what I would 
like to do. 

I wanted to know it my nerve had been affected . . . 
and the only way I could tell was to do another trip. Bill 
and Arthur had both done considerably more trips than I, 
and both needed and deserved a rest . . . but I felt I 
would like to go on longer yet. ... I asked if I could do 
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another trip as soon as possible . . . and would the C.O. 
take me? . . . He said not that night, as he was already 
fixed with a gunner, but next time. . . . 

That night he and his crew were missing. 

I put in another request to be posted to the Halifax 
squadron that Leonard was in . . . and, much to my 

surprise and joy, my request was granted immediately, and 
I moved the following day. - 

I arrived at a slack time for the squadron, and spent the 

period learning all I could about the new aeroplane. I had 

hoi>ed to join Leonard’s crew straight away . . . but for 

some obscure reason this was not to be, and I was put to 

fly with my flight commander, Braddles. He was a good 

pilot, but I was very disappointed not to be allowed to 
fly with Leonard again. 


Both Leonard and I put in repeated requests that we 
should be together . but in the middle of our negotia- 
tions he was sent to America for three months So that 
was that! 1 

Braddles used to vary his crew somewhat, with the 
exception of Wheeler— his engineer— and myself his tail 
gunner. Wheeler was a quiet lad of about 4m y and I 

first-class engineer. He was verv j /' ana a 

it was allowed to appear. y ontem P lated before 

The first trip I did with Braddles was tn o u , 
Magdeburg. Hanover, the Ruhr again and^ ^ 

On several trios we m rri^d „ 6 7 ' * ' and so on. 

!" mb monstrous, ugly thing whichTo^k^ 011 ^ 

like an engine-boiler than anything else Whl 7°^ 
released, the aeroplane seemed to give a4h If V W3S 
nse as light-heartedly as a lift. * Slgh ° f rellef ' ^ 
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free it, but without success 

to bring it back with us. . A 

Normally it would have been perfectly safe to land 

with it . but we did not know how near it was to 

dropping off. Also we had been hit by flak over the target 

and we wondered if our wheels or under-carnage might 

be damaged. It was an unpleasant moment as Braddles 

made his approach for landing ... but 1 consoled myse 

with the thought that if it did go off we should not know! 


CHAPTER VI 

a FEW PAYS AFTER Leonard got back from America— on 
July the twenty-third, to be accurate— Braddles sent 

for me. ... . , , 

“I’ve some news for you, Riv.,” he said. ^ e on 
a daylight raid to-morrow, and you’re flying with me. 

'‘Good show!” I replied. "D’you know where were 

going? ...” 

“No, not definitely . . . but we’re after the Scharnhorst. 
She's left Brest and gone south, but I’ve not been told 

where yet. We load up here and go down to some 

time this evening, and set off from there to-morrow. ^ I 
don’t know any details yet. We’ll air- test as soon as I ve 
made out the crew lists: I’m leaving all the gunnery side 
in your hands. There are nine of us going from here . . . 
and we’re leading.” 

There was plenty to do that morning and afternoon. 

. . In fact, until we moved down to at about 

nine p.m. Guns had to be harmonized, ammunition 
checked, turrets and guns tested; all the usual routine 
iobs before an operational trip ... only even more so. 

I suppose a daylight raid is the ambition of most 
gunners. It is the time when the gunner really comes 
into his own and really has a chance to prove himself. 
It is his chance and he will be of some real importance 
and use. 

On so many night trips he sees nothing except a dark 
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curtain around him, with probably some stars showing; 
he will probably see searchlights and flashes of exploding 
shells, but he is powerless to do anything against these 
His job so often is one of complete inactivity : of cold and 
discomfort when' all he can do is to sit and stare and be 
ready . . . ready for something that time and again 
never happens. 

But on a day raid it would be different! The whole 
crew would rely on him for safety: the safety of the crew 
and the aeroplane would be, to a great extent, in his 
hands. 



To me a daylight raid was more or less an unknown 
quantity, and something of a mystery. It was a new 
experience, and an experience I did not want to miss. I 
knew quite a lot about night bombing and what to expect: 
I knew the sound and feel and even the smell of flak: 
I had seen hundreds of searchlights: I had seen storms 
and ice, bright moonlit nights, and nights black with 

seen bright sunsets and dawns breaking 
... but I had not been over enemy country by day I 

" s " al bouts of ' sta ge fright'; my usual qualms, and 
that dull feeling in my stomach which with me always 
goes hand in glove with any operational trip . . but 
nevertheless, I was glad to be going . . glad 0 f a new 

. f nd 1 had a feeUn S of excitement and 
almost pleasurable anticipation. 

As this was to be a day raid and not a routine night 

tnp we had a picked crew. There were Braddles • Blake 

second pilot; Nick, navigator; Jerry, wireless operated 

Wheeler, engineer; and I .chose a Canadian-Berry-ai 
front gunner. I was m the tail. y 

m fn ak HT J Y 0Ung Sergeant PUot ' and a Somersetshire 

man. He had been m one or two night raids- but like the 
rest of us, this was his first day raid and he w M ve™ «d 

at the prospect of going. Nick, who had recently been 
• commissioned, was twentv vmk ™ y Deen 

.best navigators we hadfhe wL ve^'k^ ^ ° f the 

. "knew his job, and he had done over fortl w 

another^veiy g***, ™ 
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as Nick: he, too, was very keen, and seemed to take a real 
pleasure in everything he did. 

I chose Berry because of his keenness to fly. He had not 
done an operational trip as yet, but I felt confident that 
I could rely on him. He had been with us for about a 
month, and was waiting to be crewed up: I think he was 
very disappointed at not being put on crew sooner. His 
one ambition was to fly operationally, and I felt quite 
happy about having him in the nose of our aeroplane. 

We did our air-test at about eleven' o’clock, and Braddles 
was well satisfied with everything. It was one of those 
hot July days with a slight breeze and very clear visibility, 
and it was a real pleasure to be flying. The ground below 
showed clear and neat, like some intricate patchwork quilt 
made up of an infinite number of shades and different 
materials. I thought also that it looked rather like some 
gigantic jig-saw puzzle; each field or wood or village being 
a piece in the puzzle, and all fitting perfectly together. It 
consisted of thousands of pieces, which did not make a 
picture, but rather some abstract design and a. masterpiece 
in pattern and colour. The cornfields were ripening and 
were a lovely golden brown, and newly cut hayfields showed 
clearly the marks of the mower. On some hayfields the 
cutting was not finished, and there were square and 
rectangular shapes in the middle where the grass was still 
standing. No two fields were the same shape, and very 
few were the same colour; woods and trees showed in dark 
patches and dots, and all appeared perfectly flat. There 
was no indication of any undulation or roughness: all 
seemed smooth and neat and rather unreal. Roads twisted 
about as pale, thin streaks, and rivers looked like pieces of 
fine ribbon or threads of silk curling about, yet fitting in 
perfectly with the pattern. Houses and cottages were 
like tiny, perfectly made models nestling amongst the 
trees and woods. 

1 here were some light fleecy clouds between us and the 
ground which threw dark shadows across the pattern 
below us. Our own shadow was racing across the ground 
like a little demon: leaping across hedges and houses and 
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trees alike . . . sometimes disappearing when it crossed 
the cloud shadows . . . and then reappearing again on 
the other side. The whole scene was fresh and clean and 
ever-changing, and one at which I could never tire of 
looking. • 

There was no sign of discord: the puzzle was complete 
and no piece was missing. I had very little to do in my 
turret once 1 had satisfied my sell that everything was 
as it should be . . . and soon I gave myself up to the 
beauty below me; a beauty of ever-changing colours and 
of calm and peace. 

Although we were up there not for pleasure, and not for 
seeking beauty, but in preparation for our task on the 
morrow, when we might suffer and probably cause suffering 
to others . . yet I drove the thought from my mind as 

something unfit for our present surroundings,' and thought 
only of the present and the far future. The near future 
— and its final issue — was too uncertain for prolonged 
thought . . . while the far future was sufficiently far off 
and remote to allow of tranquil and pleasurable thoughts. 

, I had been on too many bombing raids and known danger 
much too close to allow myself to think beforehand of 
what could and might happen. The thought was ever- 

my feelings to a 

certain extent and keep thoughts of dangers that I knew 

about at the back of my mind. Nevertheless, the thoughts 

were still there, but under control : my motto was ‘Sufficient 
unto the day . . .' 


.As we came down gradually losing height whik 
approaching the aerodrome ... the illusion of the un- 
reality of the ground gradually disappeared, and object- 
began to take their natural forms. Trees began to look 

Det iifh and h .° USeS l0 ° ked “ th0ugh the y were inhabited 
dearly ^ and pe0 P le could be seen quite 


As we came in to land the ground seemed to rush 
more quickly, and one really had an idea of the speed 

™ . ° ne K, WaS ‘ raVeUing despite the fact that lt , 
considerably reduced for landing. We passed ove^ 


edge oi the aerodrome at about a hundred feet, and from - 
the tail I could see objects rushing by. . There were some 
workmen on there, and I saw them stop and look up. We 
were losing height all the time . . . and once over the run- 
way the pilot closed the throttles and we sank down in our 
forward rush over the concrete below us. 

As we touched the ground there was a screaming sound 
from the tyres on the concrete, and the runway rushed 
away from the tail faster than I had ever seen any road 
move before me in a car. The tail wheel was bouncing 
up and down, and I was being bumped in my turret. We 
came to a standstill in a remarkably short distance, and 
turned off to the right to taxi to our parking-place. 

The ground crew were waiting for us, anxious for our 
report on the aeroplane’s behaviour. Armourers came to 
me to ask how the turret behaved. I was well satisfied, and 
told them so. 

Other aircraft were landing from their air-test, and we 
saw some of them coming in. We watched them for a few 
minutes, although we could see them landing any day, for 
there is always something fascinating about seeing a heavy 
aeroplane land. Some made perfect landings and ran 
smoothly over the runways once their wheels touched 
the ground . . . while others were not so good, and 
bounced up into the air and down again, and rose several 
more times until they were going too slowly to leave the 
ground any more. 

Each time an aeroplane landed and the wheels touched 
the ground a wave of blue smoke was left behind. This was 
caused by the rubber burning from the sudden friction when 
the tyres first touched the ground at a speed of about a 
hundred miles an hour. The wear on those tyres, strong 
as they are, must be terrific. 

During lunch there was no talk of the coming raid, 
although it was probably the main thought at the back 
of most of our minds. I know it was with me! We all 
knew that the success of the raid — and our own lives — 
depended to a large extent on absolute secrecy and, to a 
certain extent, on our keeping our mouths shut. 
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' In the afternoon I went out to our aircraft and watched 
her being bombed up. It was the first time T had seen any 
heavy armour-piercing bombs at v close quarters. They 
were long, evil-looking brutes, thinner than the ordinary 
bomb, and really looking as though they were capable of 
enormous .damage. To the armourers this was an every- 
day job ... a job requiring considerable skill, but one at 
which they -were expert through constant practice and 
thorough training. Sometimes when they had finished 
they would chalk messages on the bombs, such as — ‘To 

Hitler from me’ ... or ‘Love and kisses to Jerry’ or 

something similar. Sometimes an aeroplane would not be 
ready for bombing, for some reason or other, until shortly 
before take-off time— which might not be until late at 
night or in the early hours of the morning — yet the 
armourers would carry out this job as cheerfully 'and 
thoroughly as though they had just come on duty although 
they would probably have been waiting for hours Occa- 
sionally an aeroplane would not take off at all owing to 
trouble at the last moment, and the bomb load would have 

? ^ f emovcd This is a long and tiring business, par- 
ticularly in the dark, and means collecting the bomb 
tro eys and winches for lowering the bombs on to the 

to thf h hT S gCttmg 3 UaCtor to tow the trolleys back 

wel^over™! 5 d h mP ’ ' ' f nd alto e ether entails probably 

well over an hours work . yet the only feeline of 

thatTh ‘bm l haVe CVer S6en the tourers show is 
that right" S ° many l6SS b ° mbs t0 dr °P Germany 
The armourers inside our aeronlan* . 

wound. Other armourers below wt>ro c 

bombs and shouting directions to those inside 

to me a complicated business with mnrh k ^ ,seeme ^ 

those outside to those inside mingled with Sh ° Utmg froni 

their repetition, monoto^us’^l^wo'^ by 

was completed without a hitrh in ° T ^' But the j°b 
time. • * hltch m * remarkably short 
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As I looked at the bombs lying side by side in their 
racks, only waiting for Nick to press the button to release 
them, I wondered if they would find their mark. Accurate 
bombing from a high level is much more difficult than 
people realize. 

In order to bomb accurately, the aeroplane. has to fly 
absolutely straight and be quite level during the time the 
navigator is sighting his target — which is -the ‘run-up 
and until after the bombs have gone. Any slight inac- 
curacy of flying, such as a turn off course of even one degree 
just as the bomb-aimer is about to release the bombs, 
might throw them hundreds of feet off their mark. If the 
nose of the aeroplane drops or rises the slightest bit the 
bombs will fall well short of, or far beyond, their aiming 
point. Often during the run-up one is being shot at 
from the ground, and shells burst all around the aeroplane. 
Sometimes the bursts are so close that the aircraft is blown 
many feet by the blast: sometimes she is blown on her side, 
and almost out of control, and is made to stall and fall 
into a spin or a dive until she can be righted. If any of 
these things should happen just as the bomb aimer is 
about to release the bombs, they may fall as much as a 
mile or more away from where they were intended to drop. 

Even if the opposition is not near enough to be felt, the 
bomb-aimer and pilot have to have perfect co-operaiion 
and understanding. The bomb-aimer lies in the nose of 
the aeroplane, where his bomb-sight is set so that he can 
see the ground through his sight immediately in front and 
below him. He will have to release the bombs well before 
the aeroplane is over the target, as they will have the for- 
ward motion of the aircraft as well as their own drop. 
Bombs of varying shapes and weights will have their own 
peculiarities of drop, for which allowances have to be- 
made: the height and speed of the aeroplane at the time of 
chopping the bombs have to be set on the sight; also the 
direction and velocity of the wind. It can be seen that 
bomb-aiming is a very difficult business, and one that 
requires a great deal of skill and practice on the part of the 
bomb-aimer. 
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I went round to the tail to have another look at my 
turret and guns . . . and I wondered if I should have to 
use them. 

We arrived at just as it was getting dusk, and had 

several miles to drive to the Mess, where they had supper 

ready for us. I saw several people there whom I knew and 

had not seen for some time . . . but I did not stay up 

talking long, as we had to be up early next morning, and 

had to be fresh. There was not room for us all to sleep 

in the Mess, so there were beds put ready for us in the 

Roman Catholic chapel— as it was apparently the only 

available space they had. We did not know until the 

following morning that we had been sleeping in a chapel 

and I hope we did not desecrate it: had we known I don’t 

know whether we would have been more subdued as 

we were m high spirits, and there was considerable horse- 
play and ragging. 

We were wakened next morning at five o’clock There 
was a thick white mist which completely obscured objects 
thirty yards away, and it considerably damped my sp rits 
Everyone said it was heat mist, and would dear when the 
sun got stronger ... but it looked pretty hopeless at 
the moment, and I thought it might hang about forhouj 
Briefing was at seven o’clock, and we were due 

off at ten-thirty. Briefing was less formal than usual at 
we were in a makeshift hut so unlike our own 
room, with its walls hung with maps and eV, ^ 

photographs ... but the Colonel was there and fn hv 
usual good form despite the early hour The r l ^ 

SS^^foSkS ^ h b6en “ P °"‘ 

and working with the C.O. and Navigation Offl^rTS 

The Scharnhorst was our tar^pt _i 
La Pallice— which is the harbour ’ to i* ij T*? y ‘ ng at 
two hundred and fifty miles south of R a ( RochelJe > about 

whicfwi eiity^tweSre? 

dose to ,t. The Scharnhorst wasTyin^ abngdde what 

. fr '2 * 
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looked like a sea wall or large breakwater running some 
way out to sea. 

We had to drop our bombs from fifteen thousand feet, to 
allow them to have their full power of penetration. The 
Scharnhorst has vast thicknesses of armour-plating on her 
decks, and an ordinary bomb would have little or no 
effect: certainly it would not sink it, although it might 
do a certain amount of superficial damage. It is necessary 
for an armour-piercing bomb to be dropped from a great 
height, in order that it may reach its terminal velocity and 
so have the necessary power behind it to pierce the thickness 
of armour before exploding. 

There are only two ways of sinking a ship as heavily 
armoured as the Scharnhorst . . . either torpedoes or 
heavy armour-piercing bombs. She would be very diffi- 
cult to hit, lying as she was by herself, and would appear 
very small at fifteen thousand feet: actually she would 
look about the size of the small lead ships that children 
have. Her importance to the Germans was pointed out 
to us by the Colonel, particularly her importance to them 
in blockading our supplies crossing the Atlantic. It was 
essential that she should be kept out of commission or sunk. 
She was a very difficult target, and we had to make every 
effort to hit her: the raid was timed to take place to coin- 
cide with plans made for another attack that same day 
on the Gneisnau which was still lying at Brest. The 
Colonel told 11 s all he could about the organization of both 
raids. 

1 he mist was clearing as we came out after briefing, and 
we could see the sky a soft blue. The ground was still 
blurred and indistinct, but the mist was definitely dis- 
persing: it was evidently going to be another very hot 
day, and I wondered what I should wear. Obviously it 
would be sweltering in the aeroplane at low level, but 

probably rather cold when we got to fifteen thousand 

feet. . . • 

1 decided to wear my full flying-suit, but with less on 
underneath. I would rather be too hot than too cold. 

you are too cold you can’t concentrate, and altogether 


feel thoroughly miserable; while if you are too hot all 
you do is to sweat . . . but you can still think. Granted, 
both extremes are unpleasant . but still, I would rather 
be too hot. 

Definitely we should need to concentrate very hard 
indeed. We did not know for certain how much opposition 
we should meet . . . but it would be considerable, and 
there were sure to be some fighters. 

After briefing was over we still had more than two hours 
to take-off time. I had left my parachute and flying-kit 
in the aeroplane, so there was no need to cart anything 
about with me. 

Braddles went off with the C.O., and I' called together all 
the gunners to have a final discussion of plans and make 
certain everything was as it should be. We were all in 
good spirits and keyed up for what was to come : we should 
probably have to do more than just sit this time! Now 
that we knew more about the target and where it was, we 
could go more thoroughly into the details of our plans. 

There was some coffee and sandwiches for us at nine 
o’clock . . . and we stood about in groups in the sunshine 
as we ate and drank, discussing the job before us. We 
drifted gradually into groups consisting of our crews. 

Blake told us of an aunt of his who lived about fifty 
miles from La Rochelle : he said that if he had to bail out, 
he would try to escape there. This seemed an excellent - 
plan, and we begged him not to forget his pals. 

It was turning into a glorious morning as we moved out 
to our aeroplanes. The sun was already hot, and as it 
shone on the perspex of the turrets and cabins of the 
aeroplanes they sparkled and gleamed like so many lights 
twinkling. The fabric and metal of the aircraft were hot 
to the touch. Yes, it was a perfect day ... a day to be 
bathing in the sea or lazing about in the country ... and 
it did not seem to fit in at all with bombing and violence. 
It was a day for peace and laughing and happiness. 

Not that we were unhappy! ... we weren't! At least 
. . . nobody looked unhappy. We had been selected for 
an important raid, and an experience that very few people 
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were privileged to have. There would be dangers, yes . . . 
but so many things really worth doing were dangerous 
to a certain extent. Motor-car racing is dangerous up to a 
point ; yet it is a good sport, and those taking part in it do 
not think of the danger part of it ... at least, not while 
they are racing. Danger is a thing of the imagination 
more than of actual fact: in one’s mind one can imagine 
countless things that could and might happen . . . but 
they very rarely do happen! When danger does come 
upon one it is usually so sudden, and very often when one 
is least expecting it, that one has not the time to be 
frightened. ... 

The racing motorist does not think of what would happen 
if he burst a tyre at a hundred miles an hour while he is 
driving . . . and even if he does, the thought does not stay 
with him for long. He may think about it beforehand and 
make plans accordingly, but he only thinks of it as a 
possible contingency, and one that he must guard against. 
The thought, if he allows it to stay with him for long, 
may cause him considerable worry and strain, but this is 
merely ‘stage fright’. If he does actually burst a tyre, 
he is so occupied as to have no time for fear. 

So in the air: it is all the endless things that might 
happen that scare me and give me that horrible “sinking 
feeling . . . yet when danger has been really close I have 
usually been too occupied to be frightened. 

As I stood by our aeroplane I was excited at the prospect 
of a new experience . . . but that numb feeling at the 
bottom of my chest, and the dryness in my throat, came 
back as I started to get into my flying-kit. Somehow, 
diessing in flying clothing seemed to me to be symbolical 
of dangers and death. As I slowly and methodically 
dressed I cursed my imagination and myself for being a 
fool ... as all the stories I had heard of tfce more un- 
pleasant side of flying and aerial warfare raced through 

my mind. I looked at the others, and wondered if thev 
were feeling the same. ... 

Brad dies was talking to the C.O. and the Colonel— who 
Uas P rodd,n g him in the chest with the stem of his pipe 
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and grinning his cherubic grin. Nick and Jerry were 
smoking cigarettes and joking. Blake was being helped 
into his ‘Mae West' by one of the ground crew. Wheeler 
was looking up at one of the engines as though he were 
talking to it . . . and Berry was standing beside me, 
already fully clothed. They all looked perfectly normal, 
and I suppose I looked the same. I remember having 
exactly the same feeling while standing outside the head- 
master's study at school waiting for a probable beating. 

I was not frightened— unless you can call ‘stage fright’ 
being frightened— I was more appreheusive. If anyone 
had come to me and said— “May I go instead of you?”— 
I would have said “No!” without hesitation, even if I 
had been in the position to say otherwise. 

By the time I was fully clothed I was wet through to my 
tunic with perspiration, and was beginning to think I was 
a bit of a fool to wear so many clothes ... but I consoled 
myself with the thought that I would prgbably be glad of 
them at fifteen thousand feet! 

Braddles climbed into the aeroplane, followed by Wheeler 
and Blake. The CO. and the Colonel, after 4hing us 

T U j k ; ha /™ ved of{ to sa y good-bye to 'the other crews 
I intended to wait until the last moment before getting 

in, as it was cooler outside than in the aeroplane. 8 8 

1 heard one of the ground crew call nn tn * 

was in his pilot's seat? "Contact port ouL ^Airntt 

immediately the airscrew blades of the port miter * 

Eg" r nr " “t 1 * “ d th '» CKrK 

followed m turn by the port inner engine then The 
starboard outer ... and finally the staVhnorH • ™ 
engine. I stood behind the engines so as tn^L j T 

srt&jj * «*— » « » 

“tiI " t W “ C,0S ' I> ’ by Bern i'S, fuU , of “PI 

lb. he., „ „y 



soon pouring off me. 1 fastened my helmet as lightly as 
possible, and plugged in the intercom. Braddles was 
asking Wheeler about the engine temperatures. . . 

However slow and deliberate Wheeler might appear on 
the ground, when he was in the air and on the job his 
reactions always seemed to be instantaneous. He seemed 
to be anticipating Braddles’ question, because he answered 
immediately. I had noticed the same thing on many other 
occasions. ' His replies were always quite definite, too: 

I have known Braddles say to him— “Are you sure? and 
he would always reply— “Quite sure, sir.” And he was 

always right! 

No wonder Braddles used to insist on having Wheeler 
in his crew. He once said to me: "Riv., old boy, there are 
tu'o people I insist on having with me, and they are yon and 

Wheeler!" 

As Braddles ran up the engines, clouds of dust were 
thrown up by the slipstream, completely obscuring my 
vision. When the engines were running normally again, 

I signalled to an armourer who was standing near to dust 
the outside of my perspex for me. As he was finishing 
rubbing it over we started to move: he walked a few steps 
with us, still polishing ... and then gave a cheery wave 
of his (land and a grin, and rejoined his pals. 

When we moved on to the runway preparatory to 
take-off, I saw the usual group of people standing watching 
us set out. The group was larger than usual: I recognized 
the C.O. and the Colonel, but there were several whom I 

did not know. 

The tail shook and vibrated as the engines roared, and 
1 could feel the aircraft straining ready to leap forward. 
The runway raced beneath me faster and faster and 
appeared to drop away lower and lower . . . and its place 
was taken by fields below me. I looked back and saw the 
next aircraft already in position and that, too. started 

to move down the runway. 

I was feeling perfectly normal now, and quite impersonal, 
and seemed to be working from outside myself T wa< not 
an individual any longer, but part of a team. 
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Braddles set course straight away, and we climbed gently. 
He called through to me and asked me if I could see any 
of the others ... and I told him that numbers two and 
three were airborne, and that I could just see number four 
on the runway. I spent the next half-hour of the trip 
reporting to Braddles on the movements of the formation. 

Number two was the first to come into position on our 
right. The pilot’s name was Johnny, and I could see him 
sitting with one hand on the control column and the other 
on the throttles. He would be tired before the trip was 
over, as formation flying needs a lot of concentration. The 
leader is all right, as he simply has to fly on a straight 
course . . . but those formating on him have to make 
continual corrections in their flying, as no two aeroplanes 
can fly exactly alike. No aeroplane can fly absolutely 
straight and level for long: there are continual atmospheric 
changes which affect its flight and cause it to drop and 
rise and turn a degree or two every so often. 

Johnny was one of those large, quiet, and absolutely 
unshakable men : his tail gunner told me that he was 
always the same, and completely calm no matter what 
happened. On one occasion when a shell burst particularly 
close behind the tail and tore a large chunk out of the 
tail plane, the gunner reported it through to Johnny . . . 
who said in a casual way: “ Has it burst yet?" The gunner 
replied that it had . . . whereupon Johnny said: “ You're 
■ not dead yet, are you? . . . No. . . . Well, what are you 
worrying about, then?" But he said it in such a way as to 
make the gunner feel quite confident and happy. Most 
gunners get very attached to their pilots, and I know 
this one worshipped Johnny. Incidentally, Johnny 

thought the world of his gunner. 

The other aircraft, one by one, came into position. We 
flew in three separate formations of three aircraft each, 
with our own aeroplane leading, and one on either side of 
us and slightly behind. There was another group of three 
about two hundred yards on our starboard and behind 
. with another three in a corresponding position on 

our port. 
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As 1 looked at the aircraft behind me I thought they 
seemed like some impersonal monsters . . . and it was 
strange to think that they each contained seven men: 
seven individuals, each with his own life and each capable 
of deep feeling. We were all bent on the same object: 
all out to destroy a ship that was a menace to civilization. 
We would do all in our power to prevent that ship from 
doing the job for which it was intended. 

While I watched the other aeroplanes I wondered how 
those people would be feeling, and of what they would be 
thinking. The pilots and navigators, I knew,' would be 
too busy to let their thoughts wander, but the other people 
would not have much to do yet.. The gunners would be 
sitting in their turrets — as I was — looking about them and 
probably talking occasionally to their pilots or other 
members of their crews, and they would be chewing gum 
or sucking barley-sugar. Some, I believe, knew they would 
not return. One gunner I was told about afterwards, had 
given full instructions as to what he wanted done with his 
body. He had his head blown off by a cannon shell! 
I was talking to him a few minutes before we went to our 
aeroplanes: he was cheerful and appeared quite uncon- 
cerned, and might almost have been setting out on a flight 
across England only. 

I once had the feeling that 1 should not return . . and 
it was like a nightmare that lasted all day We were 
detailed for some target in the Ruhr, and as soon as I knew 
in the morning that we were flying that night I had the most 
horrible feeling I had ever experienced, which got worse 
as the day went on. It was far worse than the usual 
‘stage fright’ I always get, and it was with me all day, 
increasing in intensity. I can't describe what I felt or 
experienced, as it had no concrete form . . but it was a 
feeling of utter helplessness and depression and was with 
me in everything I did: it occupied my whole mind, and 
try as I would, I could not shake it from me. 

W hen we went to do our air-test in the morning there 
was some trouble with one of the engines, and we had to 
wait until later. . . . W'hen we eventually got down just 
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before lunch it was found that one of the radiators was 
leaking, and it had to be changed. . . . 

That afternoon I played tennis, hoping to clear my mind 
by means of some hard exercise, but the depression still 
persisted, and I found I could not concentrate on the 
game, try as I would: I would throw up the ball for service, 
and between throwing it and hitting it my mind would go 
through torment. 

So it went on all through the day, and until I got into my 
turret that evening. I thought that, maybe, when I got 
into the aeroplane I should feel all right . . . but no, the 
feeling was still there. . . . 

When the engines were running I tested the illuminated 
sight. It would not function, although it had been per- 
fectly all right when I had tried it in the morning, so 1 
called through to Braddles to tell him. I tried another 
bulb r but that would not work either. An armourer was 
sent speeding for a new part, which was fitted, and the 
sight was O.K. We started to taxi out to the take-off 
point . . . and, on the way, further technical trouble 
started, so we went back to have it seen to.- It was found 
that it was too long a job to be ready in time, so we were 
ordered to stay on the ground. We were detailed to fly 
again two nights later . . . and that time I felt perfectly 
normal. 


The sun was beating down on to my turret, and the sweat 
was running freely out of me: my face was wet, and my 
clothes were sticking to my body. The sky was abso- 
lutely cloudless; the mist had cleared, and I could see for 
miles. ... 

I could see every detail of the ground below. We were 
over country I knew very well, having motored over it 
many times, and I was thrilled when we passed over land- 
marks I recognized. Most of these landmarks brought 
back memories of holidays ; of people I was with, or of people 
I was going to see. I began thinking of those people, 
and I realized with a shock how many I had lost touch 
with since the war began. Some, no 7 doubt were con 
tinmng as they always had done, with the routine of their 
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lives altered very little by the war: some, like myself, 
would be fighting . . . and others I knew had been 
killed. Some people who were fighting were rather revelling 
in it, and probably having a jolly sight better time than 
they did in peace-time; some would be fighting because 
they had to, and others because they felt they ought to. 

I was glad for many of those who were not fighting, and 
I hoped that they would never have to. Some people are 
too gentle and ordered in their lives to fight or be con- 
cerned in fighting . . . and I hoped that those people 
would never see violence or bloodshed. I thought of my 
old grandmother, who lived through the bombing of 
London, and died after the worst of it was over. I don't 
think she was ever really frightened, and I think she was 
proud to know that she was in the war . in her beloved 
London . . . and was holding her own. She once told 
me that she found the raids inconvenient, but said she 
slept better when the guns were firing. Nothing would 
induce her to move, even when the flat above her was 
gutted by a fire bomb. That is the spirit which will never 
be broken, and the spirit that the Nazis can never under- 
stand ! 

My grandmother loved a fight, and she was always 
quarrelling with her nurses. On one occasion when she 
was ill and in bed the nurse who was attending her dropped 
a tray, whereupon my grandmother quite rightly screamed. 
The nurse bent over her and said — “Poor old thing! . . 
This infuriated my grandmother so much that she said 
without a moment’s hesitation — “/ may be poor; I grant 
you I am old but I am not a THING! You are 

dismissed!” 

We were over the hilly and more broken country of the 

west counties, and some of the higher hills were only a few 

hundred feet below us. The rivers, looking invitingly 

cool, were sparkling in the bright sunlight as they wound 

about the valleys, sometimes hidden by the woods and 

trees. I had fished some of these rivers . . . and I tried 

to see if I could recognize any of the stretches T had actually 
visited. . . 
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We crossed over Dartmoor, with its great expanse of 
leath and rock and bog. The surface of the hills made 
hem look less ferocious than they really are. I could see 
he sheep and ponies grazing peacefully in the sunshine, 
md quite oblivious of our scrutiny. These rugged expanses 
3f hill and rock seemed much less awe-inspiring and more 
approachable as we sped a few hundred feet above their 
tops. 

I felt I wanted to get out and walk . . . walk for miles 
as far as I could see. Those moorland hills seemed to be 
calling out to me to join them. ... 

The tors looked almost neatly placed on the highest tops 
of the moors, instead of being great rugged hunks of 
granite. Actually, the beauty and charm and magic of 
those moors was diminished as their size decreased : viewed 
from above, they were gentler, more subdued, less wild 
than they really are. The streams were like pale blue 
threads trickling through the valleys and down the slopes’ 
the grey stone cottages seemed if anything even more 
isolated and lonely than they actually are, as I could see 
the miles of empty moorland surrounding them I had 
been on Dartmoor and had seen her under all her variety 

™°, ds , and cl ? a "8f but ^is was the first time 
that I had seen her from above. Her beauty from here 

was quite new to me: she seemed more gentle and more 
easy to know, and I felt I ought to be reintroduced 
I had camped on Dartmoor just over a year before 
and it looked as though we were going to pass very close to 
our camp site now: I was getting excited as I recognized 
parts of the moor that I knew very well We wo ^ 
near the spot where we had pitched our rent Z 
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things that were like friends. I felt I wanted to get out | 
and renew my acquaintance with them all: they seemed 
part of a different life somehow. A lot had happened to me 
since then ... far more than I had ever thought would 
happen . . . and I would not have missed any of it. 

I used to read with envy about the adventures of other 
people . . . and wonder if ever I should see any real 

excitement. • • ! 

\Ve left Tavistock on our right, and could just see some 
ruins in Plymouth on our left. Although the tail gunner 
sits with his back towards the direction of travel, if he sees 
something on his left-hand side, he refers to it as being 
on the right or starboard. This saves any form of confu- 
sion, and the pilot knows that if his gunner reports, let 
us say, a fighter on the starboard ... it is on the right- 
hand side of the aeroplane, and not the gunner's right 
hand. The sky is divided into areas around the aeroplane 
— each area occupying an angle of forty-five degrees — and 
they are referred to in naval terms. Thus, 'starboard bow’ 
would be somewhere ahead but on the right . . . ‘port 3 
quarter’ would be somewhere behind but on the left . . . ; 
and 'port or starboard beam’ would be on the left- or 
right-hand side. - | 

We crossed the coast and flew almost parallel with it for 
some distance. The sea was a lovely blue, and very calm. 4 
Near the shore it was extraordinarily clear, and I could see , 
light patches below the water where there was sand, and I 
dark patches where there were rocks and seaweed. There 
were many people bathing . . . and they might have been 
watching us. When they read about the raid next day, or 
heard about it on the wireless, they would probably 
remember us and tell their friends that they had seen a 
formation of bombers going over. If they guessed we 
were on a raid when we passed over, perhaps they would 
wish us luck. ... 

As we moved farther away from the coast I could no 
longer see any people. I missed those' people bathing and 
walking along the beaches: although they were all strangers 
and probably I should never see them again, yet they 
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were part of England . . . England that was getting 
farther away and that would soon be out of sight. I felt 
slightly homesick as the coastline got thinner and less 
distinct. 

I called through to Braddles and told him that 1 was 
going to test my guns, and he told me to carry on. 1 
pointed the guns downward and pressed the firing button. 

There was slight vibration as the guns fired and a 

few seconds later I could see splashes in the sea as the 
bullets hit .the water. I felt comforted at this power in 
front of me. If I should have to use it I would have to 
be cool and think quickly ... but I had the necessary 
power, and the knowledge to use it, and the rest was 
up to me. . . ’ 

1 heard Berry ask if he should test his guns, and shortly 
afterwards I heard him say— “My guns are O.K., Captain!” 


CHAPTER VII 

OUR SHADOWS SPED ACROSS THE SEA BELOW, keeping US 

company all the way. We were flying south ... and I 
called through to Berry and told him to keep a careful 
look-out and to beware of attacks from out of the sun. 
A fighter will very often attack from the glare of the 
sun, if he can, and it is very necessary to keep a close watch 
in that direction. 


When we reached the Bay of Biscay there were a lot of 
small fishing-boats about. Some looked like steam trawlers 
. . . while others had sails, some of which were brightly 
coloured. They were a lovely sight in the bright sunshine 
with their colours standing out vividly against the blue 
background of the sea. I wondered if they were French 
or German . . but whichever they were, they- looked 
very picturesque and peaceful. They were probably 
wondering far more ... who we were and where we 

JSSL «, ope<i ot * h » "• »™i- 

Just as we entered the Bay we saw an open boat crammed 
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with men . . . obviously a shipwrecked crew. They 
waved frantically to us as we passed over the top of them, 
but there was nothing we could do then except note their 
position: on no account could we use our wireless and 
risk giving our own position away . . . thereby jeopardiz- 
ing our chances of reaching our objective undetected. 
My heart went out to those men, as T knew to a certain 
extent what they must be suffering. They must have 
been overjoyed when they saw us approaching, and felt 
that surely they would get some help ... and their 
dismay must have been awful when they saw us pass by 
without apparently noticing them. I wondered how long 
they had been in that boat, and how much water they 
had left. They might have been there for days or even 
weeks. I have often thought about them since, and 
wondered if they were ever picked up: they were about 
fifty miles from the coast, and there was no sign of any 
other shipping near them at the time. I had no idea of 
their nationality, but I imagined them to be Bntis.i. 

As we climbed, the French coast could just be seen 
away out on our port side. Occasionally it would disappear 
as the coastline withdrew into bays. I thought how 
different that stretch of coast must be.to what it was a few 
years before. It was no longer the playground of the 
rich and the holiday-makers ... but the hiding-place of 
fighters which might come at us at any moment. 

The coast and the sky above us had to be watched very 

carefully by us, as the direction from which we migro 

expect to be attacked. We were having to be very aien 

now, as we were well within the rapge of enemy g ers * 

and I could no longer afford to let my mind wander . . 

allowing thoughts to drift idly through my mind. } 

job now was to defend our aeroplane: I was its ears . . 

and, if necessary, its sting! My job was just beginning, 

1 could afford to be idle up to now, but now I must be on 

the watch: I must concentrate . . . alert and ready . • • 

ready for instant action. At any moment a fighter might 

dive down at us out of the sun, undetected by those in 
front. . . ** 
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I could sense the tension throughout the whole crew. 

No longer was there any idle chatter, remarking on things 

we had seen, or things of little importance . . but a 

silence to be broken only by a remark vital to the job in 

hand. Each man was looking, searching intently in 

the direction most convenient to his position in the aero- 
plane. 

The silence was broken by Nick exclaiming; "I can see 
a ship ahead. She looks like a cruiser!” 

Braddles swore. It would mean that as soon as we were 
spotted, our position, course, and even height would be 
signalled all along the coast . . . even if it had not been 
done already by one of the trawlers over which we had 
passed! Our alertness and the concentration in our 
search was, if anything, intensified when we heard Nick’s 
report. 

•Within a few minutes the ship opened fire on us, and I 
saw puffs of smoke appear in amongst the formation as if 
from nowhere. I immediately called through to Braddles 
to tell him . . . but almost before I had finished speaking 
there was a salvo right underneath! We could hear the 
shells bursting w-ith their dull thuds very close to us and 
at the same time the aeroplane would lurch as it was 
buffeted by the blast. They had got our range and height 
accurately straight away, and for the next few minutes 
we had to fly through the barrage around us. 

The sky was getting thick with the smoke from bursting 
shells, and several times I could smell the acrid stink of 
burnt explosives as we flew through the fumes. More shells 
were bursting all the time, and I could see their yellow 
flashes followed instantly by grey puffs as they spread 
themselves across the sky. Sometimes they would burst 
just beside or underneath the aeroplane, which would 
heel over or appear to jump up several feet: sometimes 
there would be a string of grey puffs just beside us, dark 
at first, but getting lighter, which would rush by and be 
broken up as Johnny or some other aeroplane flew through 
them ... or sometimes they would continue rushing 
past just above or below the aeroplanes, and be joined by 
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more of the devilish little clouds. Occasionally I actually 
saw the shell on its upward flight, looking like a silver 
streak soaring upwards, which would suddenly stop and 
give place to a grey puff. It was never alone; /always 
surrounded and followed by others. Those near us could 
be heard and felt and sometimes even smelt: the muffled 
thud of. the explosions was rather like the noise a brick 
might make as it hit the water when dropped down a 
deep well. • , * . 

Nobody spoke. We were too intent controlling our 
emotions. I sat perfectly still in my turret, watching 
— fascinated — this fury about me and wishing it would . 
stop! It was too close for my comfort and peace of mind; 
it only needed a shell to burst a few feet nearer to us 
than those were doing already, and we should be blown 
from the sky. J 

When we passed over the ship I was able to see her. 
How small she looked — just like a toy — to be sending up 
so many shells! It seemed strange to think that there 
were men — our enemies — below, working furiously in the j 
hot sunshine to fire and reload the guns. Probably they j 
would be cursing the sudden intrusion, and wondering ; 
what it was all about. J 

The ship was taking no chances, either . . \ and ob- I 
viously she thought she might be our target ... for she j 
was zig-zagging about all over the surface of the water. , 
She was safe, however, as we were after bigger fry! 

When we got out of range of her guns the barrage ceased, 
and we continued on our way as before. No one had been 
shot down or seriously damaged, as far as I could see. 

We were still in formation, and were flying as though 
nothing untoward had happened. The sky was absolutely 
clear except for a grey haze behind us where the smoke 
from the shells still lingered as a reminder of the interrup- 
tion a few moments before. The ship had finished her 
snaking and had settled down to a straight course, as I 
could sec from the wake she left behind her. 

Another fifteen minutes’ll see us there,” said Nick down j 
the intercom 
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"Keep; a very careful look-out, everybody!” said 
Braddles. J J 

We were nearer the French coast now, and I could just 
distinguish the fields and woods. I should have liked to 
be able to look longer at the coast, as this was the first 
time I had flown near France in the daytime . . . but I 
had to search the sky above, below, and all around me. 
My eyes ached, staring and straining into the dazzling blue 
of the sky. If there were fighters about we should soon see 
them, as we were very near our destination. . . 

Berry suddenly said one word—* "Fighters !”^-<lown the 
intercom. 

Whether he intended the effect to be dramatic I don't 
know: probably not! Nevertheless, the word sounded 
distinctly dramatic, coming as it did through the intercom 
in his Canadian accent after a silence of ten minutes 
and it was followed a few seconds later by— “They're 
away out on our port beam!” y 

They were too far round for me to see them ... but 
in a few seconds I saw three more, flying in formation 
several miles away and well above us. They were not 
closing in, but were flying from the port quarter round 
to the starboard quarter, and I gave their position and 
range to Braddles. 

“There are some more climbing up,” Berry said. 

Evidently they did not intend to attack until they 
were up in full force: they seemed to be sizing us up, and 
wondering how formidable a target we should be Well. 
. . . they were soon to find out! 

More fighters were still climbing up to join those already 
up there. I could see three formations of three, which 
were shortly joined by six more. They were all about three 
miles away, and showed no signs of coming in yet. Berry 
said he could see about twelve more from the nose which 
were flying across our track and all several miles away. 

Still they did not come in to attack. Evidently they did 
not consider themselves strong enough even yet. 

Johnny had closed right in to us, with his wing tip 
only a few feet from our tail; and it was the same with 
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number three. They came close in for mutual support, 
as the nearer they flew to us the better we should be able j 
to protect ourselves by the combined fire from our turrets. 
Braddles was flying very well, and the others were able to 

formate perfectly. « 

Any hope we had had of carrying out a surprise attack 

had been forestalled, probably by the cruiser we had flown 

over a quarter of an hour before. They were waiting or 

us with their fighters and their guns ... and we should 

have to fight our way in and out again. More fighters were 

in the sky, and still they seemed content to wait. 

We were within a few minutes of the target, and Nick said 

he could see it clearly. The rest of the formation got into 


position ready to drop their bombs. . v 

1 sat keyed up and waiting . waiting for what should 
come. Sitting waiting to be attacked was a great strain, j 
When were they going to come at us? We continued on, 
ever nearer the target, and the fighters flew around us 
about two miles away. I waited . . . ready ... j 

Suddenly the tell-tale puffs of smoke appeared! There 
were dozens of them and all around us, and as we moved, 
fresh ones followed us. I was not watching out for the 
shell bursts, though I could see them and feel them and 
hear them all the time: I was looking around for fighters ^ 
. . . watching those I could see, and searching the sky for | 

fresh ones. ... I 

The sky behind us was getting thick with the tumes and 
smoke of shell bursts. They were firing all they had got 


right at us, and as hard as they could. The thirty guns 
from the Scharnhorst were blazing away, supported by 


many more from the shore. . 

The crump of shells around and below us was incessant, 
and many times I was blown hard against the side of my 
turret or off the seat . . . yet I hardly noticed the barrage: 
I was waiting . . . waiting to be attacked . . . waiting 
to defend our aeroplane from the fighters that were ever 
increasing in numbers and were flying around us and above 
us, yet had not as yet started their assault. 

The sky was getting very thick with smoke, and it was 
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difficult to see. I no longer- had a clear, unobstructed 

view around me: it was rather like looking through 

a fog or a thick haze, with fresh clouds appearing con- 
tinuously. ® 

Jerry and Blake had gone back into the iuselage to man 
the beam guns, which were situated two on either side and 
about half way along the fuselage. They were standing 
there looking out and waiting for attacks 6 

Suddenly the fighters seemed to be amongst ust ' 
diving, climbing and twisting amongst us' For the 

moment our aeroplane was left alone, and those behind us 
were getting the brunt of the attacks 

The fighters were in amongst the flak bursts, which died 
down considerably when they started their attacks. I saw 
one burst into flames, roll over on its back d;„ a 
towards the sea, leaving a trail of black sm u u d ? Wn 
Almost at the same time 1 one Stu™ ““T* 
diving down with smoke pouring from two of ^ er ° planes 
and with three fighters on its tail. I could not 
one it was or who was in it, and I did not dar» t 6 * wl ? lcl1 
for long as I could not keep my eyes fixed in n ° U 

more than a few seconds: I was continually look 6 P &Ce f ° r 
me, turning my turret first one wav audit? ^ around 
and peering through the clouds V no ^ ‘ he . other . 

? lDUdS T and a11 the increasing ? ^ 

All the time Johnny was near nc fr.ii • 

move. I saw two fighters diving on hf 3 OUr eVei ? 

■ ■ • one of them continued on its dive n td , from ab ove 
smoke belching from it I past his tail with 

Through all the medley and the nnio i 
around us I heard Nick giving direct toTto R S j!?, U bursts 
bombing run-up: he sounded entirelv l! Braddles m his 
let loose around him and onl bllvi0us to the hell 

below him. As I h™rd him ^ conscious of the target 

rights’, and ‘steadys’ I couldT?| 8 t!? S directions of ‘lefts’ 4 

check as Braddles made thfcorrlt aeTOplane and 
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not being attacked: I almost wished we were, as I could do 
something then. As it was, all I could do was to sit and 
watch, and wait . . . wait for our turn and watch our 
aeroplanes being shot at! 

Under normal conditions I should have been absorbed 
and scared by the flak bursting so frequently and so near 
us. The crumps underneath, behind, and on either side of 
us, seemed to follow one another almost without pause. 
Several times I felt the jar and thud as splinters hit us and 
tore through the fuselage and tail . . . yet only part pf 
my mind registered and realized the fact.. I could do noth- 
ing about it, anyway . . . I could only sit and watch and 
hope that we should get no fatal hits. My mind was 
absorbed with the fighters, and wondering when they were 
going to attack. I could do something with them . . . 
that was what I was there for. I was there to fight back 

. . but I could not fight, unless they first came to us. 
That was what was getting me down . . . watching them, 
waiting, and unable to do anything. 

Almost as soon as Nick said— "Bombs gone!” — I saw a 
fighter diving down on us. I immediately called through 
to Braddles: 

"Fighter diving down port quarter up!" 

I started giving him directions for turning, and at the 
same time I elevated my guns to meet the attack. As we 
turned, the fighter passed over the top of us, and dis- 
appeared from my range of vision. 

As soon as I lost sight of this one, I saw another one 
climbing up at us, and again I called through to Braddles: 

"Fighter starboard quarter down!" 

The fighter started firing at us almost as soon as I spotted 
it, and I saw the flashes from his guns and the tracers 
streaking past us. He was using cannon, and was really 
out of range of mv machine-guns. However, I opened fire, 
hoping to put him off, as I had plenty of ammunition and 
could afford to use it. He came steadily in, firing in bursts, 
and I replied with my guns: still he came in, getting nearer 
. . . and still I fired back. I could hear and feel his shells 
and bullets striking the fuselage just behind me, and still 
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he came in, ever nearer. I felt no ar>va:-vru'> 
calm yet determined to shoet him down/ 

I felt as a boxer or a duellist might W’ ^-»t 
against that of his opponent. ‘Why La\r. 
down?’ I kept thinking. . . . 'Surely I zu 
him?’— yet he was still able to hit back, and hr, 
kept streaming past me! \ . . And why bwi't J oo 
hit?’ I thought, as he still kept closing in. We were t v ,;^ 
ing about the sky and he was following .j< # , sbv/tmg all 
the time. 

I had no feeling of fright . . . only of amaz/ment that 
I had not shot him down, as we seemed to have lywn sfjv/t 
ing at each other for so long. I was aJv> amazed that I 
had not been hit, as the bullets and cannon sin Jh /✓« //• 
pouring all around me continuously. JVrbaj/s t had I**// 
hit and did not know it. . . . I would bx/k around aft// 
wards. . . . 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw pail of the tail p),n/e 
ripped away by a cannon shell . . , and almost at the 
same time the fighter rolled over on his ha/ k and went mb, 
a spin! I felt a vast feeling of relief surge through me a:. f 
called through to Braddles and said 'I've got bind" 

The whole combat seemed to have gone on to/ a y < , y \,, ni , 
time, although really it could have lasted only lot a f, v/ 
seconds. I began to feel very seated. I was I/*, n,h i,i 
while we were lx; ing attacked, to fee I at all frighli t/«/| 
but now that there was a lull horn activity against us fo/ 
a few seconds, I felt my heail pounding against my <1// i, 
and my throat arid mouth fell diy, Ottlwatdly f v/a - p, / 
fectly calm though, and ready for futlhej alia/ I s 

Almost as soon as I said "I've got him" | hood Hf,,^ 
calling: 

Jerry has been hit, sir." 

Is he bad ?" Braddles asked. 

Yes, sir ... I think so. I'm doing all / ran " 

All around us the shells were but Ming and iin an 
even blacker with smoke now . , , like ]/i eat da/k / fo/ohi 
through which we were flying. Botnl/ef* at/d hgbb / 
flying and twisting amongst It, I saw anotbo 


1 1 


« < 


1 1 



diving down with smoke pouring from it . . . and two 
more fighters diving to them doom, one in flames and the 
other obviously out of control. I could see another Halifax 
with three fighters close behind its tail. 

My turret was thick with cordite fumes, which were 
making me cough. ... 

“I think he’s dead, sir,” Blake said. 

Fighters were all around now, but none were actually 
attacking us. We were getting away from the flak, and . 
the air was becoming clearer. Two fighters were chasing us 
from behind . . . but they were not firing at us yet, and 
were not within range. ... 

“Where is he hit?” Braddles asked. j 

“In the chest,” Blake answered. “I can't see any other 

marks.” - I 

Jerry was standing by his guns watching out for fighters- 

when he was hit. He was jumping up and down in his 
excitement, as he had just seen a fighter crash into the sea ; 
in flames. Suddenly he turned round and looked at Blake 
with a surprised expression on his face and slowly sank 
down and rolled over . . . dead. ^ 

The fighters who were chasing us gave up, and 1 saw them 
turn away: they had probably had enough for one day, 
and did not want to get taken too far from their base. 
Two of my guns had jammed and were out of action: I 
had noticed they had stopped, as soon as I had ceased 
firing, but I had decided not to touch them while there was 
a chance of being attacked again at any moment . . . but 
to wait until I had more breathing space. I still had two 
more guns working, and I felt confident of them in an 
emergency. 

Now that there were no fighters within about half a 
mile of me, I had a look at the stopped guns. ' One I was 
able to put right quite easily, and I fired a short burst to 
make certain that it was working . . . but the other one 
I should have to dismantle when we were well clear of the 
target. 

Johnny was fairly close behind us and on our starboard, 
with another Halifax slightly behind him . . . but those 
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Were all I could see at the moment. The second one I 
noticed had white smoke belching from behind one of his 
eitgines . . . which meant that one of his radiators had 
gone and that very soon that engine would stop. However, 
he could carry on with three engines quite well. 

The area we had just left was thick with what looked 
like dark, ugly clouds . . . clouds cofisisting of smoke 
fumes hanging like a pall over the target, where twenty 
minutes before there had been bright blue sky. It seemed 
to be hanging there in mourning for the dead. . . . 

As I watched this dark and dreary mass behind us I saw 
• two more Halifaxes appear : we were making for sea level 
— or, rather, about a thousand feet above it — and they were 
doing the same. 

“How many Halifaxes can you see from the tail?” 
Braddles asked. 

“I can see three altogether . . . our number two, and 
two others some way behind," I replied. 

“Let me know if you see any more. . . 


' We were still within sight of the French coast, and 1 
kept a look-out chiefly in that direction. ... 

' “How are you feeling, front gunner?" I asked. 

“I’m feeling fine, sir. How about you?" 

“I’m O.K.," I replied. - 

“I’m going to fly well clear of the coast, Navigator '. 

I heard Braddles say to Nick. 

I looked round at the tail ’plane that had been hit: there 
was a large ragged hole there, and the fabric where it had 
been ripped away was flapping behind like streamers. I 
saw that the hole was in the starboard elevator, and that 
the whole structure was badly damaged. 

I called through to Braddles to tell him about it and 
he sent Wheeler back to have a look. Wheeler reported 
that it was O.K., and he also said that the fuselage round 
by the tail was full of holes. I knew it must be so as I 
had heard and felt the bullets and cannon shells hitting and 

mt °r lt H ® r f ddles asked him the engines were^ 

and he replied that one was running very hot, and that 
It would probably pack up pretty soon. He also said that 


one of the tanks must be badly damaged, as it was nearly 

empty. * 

We had a good two hours' flying before reaching our own 

coast, so our position did not look too good. What further 
damage had been done we could not tell . . • but we were 
still flying, which was the, main thing, anyway. 

I felt very depressed. All the excitement 1 had felt 
while I was in combat had died down, and reaction had set 
in. Jerry was lying dead just behind me, and I was think- 
ing of him all the time: I remembered how cheerful and 
happy and how much alive he had always seemed . . . 
and how he had always been smiling and laughing. Less, 
than half an hour ago he had been alive . . . not thinking 
of himself; only that our trip should be a success . . . 
and now he was dead ; killed by a fighter he never even saw. 
I had shot down the fighter that killed Jerry, but too late 
. . . not before Jerry had been killed. 

I turned and looked through the glass panel behind my 
back, and saw him lying on the floor with his helmet still 
on and his oxygen mask over his face. Blake had folded 
his hands across his chest. I remembered how I had seen 


him before . . . how he had sprung into the aeroplane 
laughing and so full of life and spirit . . . and I felt very 
miserable as I saw him lying there dead and so still. I 
thought of his mother, and how she would feel : it is those 
who are left behind who have to suffer. 

Blake was sitting beside Jerry, with his head between his 
hands . . . and he looked about all in, poor chap. I sug- 
gested to Braddles that he might go forward now, as we 
were well away from the target ... so he called him. 

Blake said he thought he had something in his eye. . . 
Actually, there was a tiny shell splinter embedded there I 
We discovered later that he had three other wounds as 
well . . . two bullet wounds in his leg and a shell splinter 
in his shoulder . . . but he said he knew nothing about 
them and did not even know he had been hit until after he 
had got out of the aeroplane. He said his leg felt a bit 
stiff! 

We were silent for some time. Reaction from our 
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activity had set in, and I think we all felt rather 
miserable. 

The silence was broken by Berry's Canadian accent: 

“Say, Captain ... is there a lavatory aboard this 
ship? ...” 

The tension was broken for me then, as I saw the uncon- 
scious humour of his remark, and I was able to laugh 
particularly when Braddles said that he had not heard, and 
asked him to repeat it. 

We had lost sight of the French coast, and were flying 
about a thousand feet above the sea . . . calm and blue 
and a vast contrast to the grimness we had left behind. 
The sun was beating into my turret, and once again I was 
‘ conscious of the heat. 


I felt suffocated in my turret, which still stank with the 
buipt cordite fumes, and I would have given anything to 
be able to stand in a cool breeze. I felt very cramped, too, 
... and would have loved to get out and stretch. However, 

: I would have to stay where I was, as it was not safe to 
leave my turret even for a minute: at any moment more 
fighters might come at us from the shore, only just beyond 
the horizon on our starboard. Reports would have been 
sent all along the coast that we were returning . . and 

even now fighters were probably looking for us. We 
would not be safe until we reached the shelter of our own 
shore . . . still about an hour and a half away. 

There were not so many ships and boats about now as 
we were considerably farther out to sea than we had been 
on our outward journey. Those we did see seemed to 
have lost much of the beauty they had had before 

P you know where we are. Navigator?” Braddles asked 

Nick. 


“Not exactly, sir . . . but I think were all right l 
can t be certain, though, without the wireless ” ’ 
“How are we off for petrol, Wheeler?” 

"About another hour and a half sir ” 

"Ail'd I’ll — i» COrai,h -““■ 

Thi, bucked me up ,u„. , ne<i my 
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home . . . and with any luck I should be able to get there 
that night. I felt I wanted to go home . . . but we were 

still a long way away. I was very tired. ... 

Johnny was flying in close formation to us again: he 
had all his four engines running, and I could not see any 
sign of damage to his machine. Once he flew right over 
the top of us, and I imagine he was having a close look to 
see how much damage we had sustained. 

The other aircraft had dropped back, about a mile be- 
hind. * I told Braddles this, and he asked me to let him 
know if it dropped back any farther. Johnny was 'evi- 
dently worrying about him, too, as he turned around and 
flew alongside. 1 reported this to Braddles, who said we.: 
would continue on as we were, as Johnny seemed to be 
O.K.: we would have only just enough petrol to get back 
as it was . . . and he could not afford to lose any distance 
by turning round. Johnny and the other aeroplane were 
flying together, and there was nothing we could do by flying 
with them ... so we continued on alone. 

I watched our shadow on the water . . . now all alone 
. and I missed seeing Johnny just behind us: he had 
seemed so secure and steady. I could still see him and the 
other aircraft behind us, but they were gradually losing 
distance. . . . 

We were running into some low, misty cloud . *. . which 
in a way was an advantage, as it would shield us from 
possible fighter attacks. It looked like a sea mist or fog, 
and seemed to be right down on the water. When we ran 
into it I lost sight of the aeroplanes behind us. 

The mist was in patches, and we kept flying through it 
and into bright sunshine again alternately. When we 
came out of it I could see a film of moisture on the tail 
plane and on the perspex round my turret. It was quite 
a relief flying through this mist, as the sun for a short time 
ceased to blaze down on me, and I felt almost cool. 

This misty cloud did not last for long, and once again 
we flew into clear, cloudless sky. The sun beating down 
on to the sea below and behind us sent up a dazzling, 
shimmering brightness which burnt my eyes. I looked at 
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ray watch and saw that we had about another forty-five 

minutes to go before reaching our coast. ... 

Nick gave Braddles a change of course . . . which meant 

that we must have been at a point somewhere west of 

Brest, and were making a turn to starboard to bring us to 

the Cornish coast. After we turned, the sun was no 

longer right behind us— which I found a relief— but slightly 
on our starboard. 

There was no sign of shipping or land only a vast 
expanse of sea below us, calm and clear and blue dis- 
appearing into a misty horizon. It would be the same sea 

beating against the shores of Cornwall, a coast I knew and 
loved well. 


Unpleasant and uncomfortable thoughts began passing 
through my mmd. I imagined what would happen if Nick 
was wrong in his navigation if the course he had 
given Braddles would not take us to the Cornish coast, but 
past Lands End and up the Irish Sea. We might pass 
right clear of the west coast and run out of petrol without 
ever seeing land ! Or Wheeler might be wrong Thi 
calculations of our petrol supply ... and we might have 
even less than he thought and run out just as land 
.ighll O, ,h. pe„„, g ,„ ge , might “ ““ 2 

r k ";tv," k, 6 £; be -■* ** •«’ -» 

pleasant while they lasted. ' th y Were un ~ 

“How is the petrol, Wheeler?” Braddles asked 
^About another forty-hve minute, £ feeler told 

askeTaga!n 0Ur * the COast ’ Navigator?” Braddles 
answered. 16 ' ^ Sh ° Uid us there,” Nick 

^ ^ the me a course for ” 

ctaft was flying qdtstldTanX en^eThat 
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had his doubts about was still functioning . . . though it 
was losing a lot of power. 

“I think I can see some land," I heard Berry say from 
the nose, some time later. 

'Pray God he’s right!’ I thought, and began to feel more 
cheerful. With land in sight we should soon be back, and 
an unpleasant day would be just another memory. . . . 

There was no sign of the other aircraft: I had not seen 
anything of them since we got into the misty clouds. I 
hoped they were all right. They had probably changed 
course before we had: one of them was sure to have wire- 
less, in which case they would know exactly where they 
were. 

I peered on either side of me, looking for the land . . . 
but I could not see far enough forward. It must have been 
quite close, as I heard Braddles say to Nick— "Can you get 
a pin-point yet, Navigator?" 

We must have been a bit too far west, for in a moment I 
heard Nick give a course bringing us farther east. . . . 

At last, by leaning forward, I was just able to see the 
coast some miles away on my right. What a glorious 
sight it was! ... 1 thought that I had never been so 
pleased to see the shore. It was even better than when 
returning home at night, as I was able to see it showing 
clearly in detail in the sunlight . . . whereas at night 
usually all one can see is a thin, pale streak. 

Our journey was nearly over, and I was just beginning to 
realize how tired and exhausted I really was. The past 
few hours had been a great strain owing to the need for 
constant concentration . . . and also that uncertainty all 
the time of wondering if we should make it. 

As we crossed the coast, and I was able to look down into 
the rocks and wonderfully clear sea below, a wave of happi- 
ness and relief surged over me. This was home . . . and 
looking at its best, alive and clear and clean. We passed 
the rocky coast, and over the short green turf and scrubby 
trees above the cliffs. The cattle and sheep were grazing 
as l had seen them six hours earlier. We crossed the valleys 
with their rocky streams . . . the hills criss-crossed with 
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their stone walls . . . over the woods and the little villages 
all so quiet and peaceful and unhurried. . . . This was 
home and England ... a sight one has to lose and be 
away from to fully appreciate and enjoy. . . . 

The ambulance came alongside after we landed . 
and I stayed in my tuluet until Jerry had been lifted from 
the aeroplane. I had seen him jump 4n so cheerfully and 
happily, and I felt I could not bear to see him carried out 
dead. 

There was a group of people round our plane as we got 
out, and one of them said to me — “Who was he? The tail 
gunner?” 

“No,” I replied. “I'm the tail gunner.” 

We were not the only Halifax to land there; there were 
jour of us altogether. We had parked next to one, and I 
saw that the tail turret had been nearly blown away. 
Medical orderlies were still trying to extricate the gunner 

I felt very weak, and sat down on the grass. Someone 
offered me a cigarette. I said I would smoke my pipe. . . . 


After we had been interrogated and had had a meal and 
some drinks, I hired a car and drove home, taking Nick 
with me. 


CHAPTER VIII 

when I got back to my unit, the first person I saw was 
Leonard, dressed in his roll-top jersey, just getting ready 
to set off for Berlin. 

“Congratulations, Revs!” he said. 

“What for, Leonard?” 

“For shooting down a fighter.” - 

“Well, it was either him or us. . Who've you got in the 
tail?” • * 

Martin. 

“Oh, he’s all right, but I wish I was coming with you.” 
“Next time, Revs. ...” 
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The next time was not Berlin; it was Dusseldorf . . - 
but the one after that was Berlin, and I was with him. 

I was glad he was taking Martin, chiefly for Martin’s 
sake. He had not flown for some time. The last trip he 
was on he was wounded by a cannon shell, which exploded 
in his turret. They were being attacked by a fighter, and 
the shell that wounded Martin badly damaged his turret, 
making it very difficult to operate. However, he managed 
to work it somehow, and shot the fighter down. While 
he was in hospital his pilot was posted, and I knew that 
Martin was not happy about flying with just anybody: I 
felt that Leonard would give him the fresh confidence 
which he badly needed. 

That trip I did to Berlin with Leonard was one of the 
best I have ever done. Everything was perfect. The 
moon was full, and we were able to map-read our way 
across Germany. ... 

I had never seen the ground so distinctly at night before. 
Fields, rivers, lakes, railways, roads . . . all showed almost 
like day: I was even able to distinguish cornfields. The 
suburbs around Berlin appeared, getting gradually thicker 
until we were over the city itself. We cruised around — 
almost like a ‘Cook’s tour’ — and I could see the houses, 
streets and parks as clearly as though I was looking at an 
aerial photograph. The moon was so bright that the 
searchlights were almost ineffective in their attempts to 
compete with its brilliance. 

The guns left us alone that night, too. Whether the 
shells were not bursting at our height, or whether we were 
just lucky, I don’t know: anyway, we got off scot free. 
After we had dropped our bombs we cruised around a bit 
more before turning north on our long journey home! 


About this time we had a new C.O., who was known to 
most people as ' Robby'. He was happiest when he was in 
the air . . . and he did not waste time getting there, 
either! I flew with him on his first trip with the squadron. 

As I entered the briefing room, which was rapidly filling 
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up with air crews, I looked at the map eagerly with the 
others to see where our target was. Our route was marked 
by a piece of red tape which terminated at Cologne. . . 

Cologne! . . I suddenly felt empty inside, and weak. 
What would happen this time? . . But perhaps the 
third time would be lucky. . . . 

0 • • 

It was a pitch dark night as we circled, dropping flares, 
searching for our target. The flares showed fields . . . 
but that was about all! We were one of the first due over 
the target, so there would be no fires to guide us. 

There were fires, though . . . but most of them were 
very obviously dummies. They were too even and with- 
out smoke ... or else they were not bright enough . . . 
or perhaps too bright. A genuine fire looks very red from 
the air, and sends a glow all around. It is not a consistent 
mass of red, either, but it flickers and changes colour . . . 

and there is always smoke. . . . 

We continued searching for some time. Both Robby 
and the navigator were convinced we were near Cologne 
but there were no searchlights, no flak ... no one 
else's flares. We must be early, or else the navigation 
must be wrong. . . . 

Suddenly Cologne awoke, and showed herself some 
distance away on our port. Her hundreds of guns and 
searchlights all got busy together. There must have been 
several aeroplanes over there, too ... as flares, like yellow 
balls, were mingled with the flak and the searchlights. 
They seemed very unconcerned and aloof from the hubbub 
around them as they floated proudly and majestically 
down. 

“My God! Some poor b is getting it," said Robby. 

I was watching. About a hundred searchlights were all 
pointing at one spot . . . and this point where the beams 
intersected was alive with sparkles and flashes. It was 
iridescent and writhing with brilliance as a piece of bad 
meat moves with maggots. Robby was right: some poor 
b was getting it . . . and getting it badly. Every* 
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gun and searchlight in Cologne seemed to be concentrated 
at that spot ... at that aeroplane waiting to drop its 
bombs. 

A red glow appeared amongst the flashes. It divided into 
two glowing patches which were falling, still held relent- 
lessly by the searchlights. One of the glowing masses 
exploded, and disintegrated into many more, glowing 
pieces 1 Still the searchlights followed the burning wreck- 
age . . . followed it until the beams were flat with the 
ground . . . while flares hovered around, and bombs 
flashed below. ,» 

“Whew!" I heard Robby exclaim. 

We were over Cologne, searching for our target! Search- 
lights were making it difficult to see: there were so many of 
them, and their beams threw a protecting screen of lights 
across the city. They were weaving about the sky looking 
for another victim: they seemed uncertain as they groped 
cautiously about the darkness with their long tentacles. 
Who should it be ? Who would they choose ? They 
seemed to be gloating over their last victim and prolonging 
the impending moment of their next feast. 

They decided . . . and were moving in our direction! 
Some hurried as though eager to be there first . . . others 
lingered as though not quite certain, or else prolonging the 
delicious moment. They came on us singly ... in pairs 
. . . and then in dozens. 

With them came the flak, bursting everywhere and with- 
out pause. Shells above us . . . shells below us . . . 
shells behind us and on either side. . . . Their noise was 
deafening, and drowned the roar from the engines. They 
stayed with us without effort as we turned and twisted, 
trying to free ourselves from their villainous grasp. 

The searchlights dazzled and mocked us as they clawed 
and pawed with their evil clutches about our aeroplane, 
trying to snatch it from the sky. The guns were getting 
angry with them . . . and with each other . . . and with 
us . . . in their vain attempt at our destruction. 

The searchlights were smug and conceited as they fondled 
us in their filth}' fingers. They were holding us steady for 



TAIL GUNNER 


III 


the shells to hit . . . but the shells were not hitting hard 
enough! They must come closer. Look . . . the search- 
lights were touching -us . . . holding us . . . holding us 
tightly in their death grasp! They must come closer . . . 
must tear right through as they did to their last victim. 
Think of him . . . how he had gone down burning, with 
the bodies inside struggling to free themselves! . . . 

I was completely blinded in my turret. Everywhere 
there was light . . . shafts of white and violet light . . . 
relentlessly rude and enquiring. The light was around my 
turret . . . taunting me . . . infuriating me: I felt I was 
exposed to hundreds of inquiring cool and piercing eyes! 

A shell splinter crashed, tearing through my turret, 
ripping a great hole in the side. I seemed to be filling all 
the turret . . . and I wondered how it missed me. I wished 
I was smaller and could hide. I felt so exposed and visible, 
sitting stuck out at the back of the aeroplane surrounded 
by perspex. 

Robby was singing and letting out periodical whoops and 
war cries. Suddenly he said — “I’ve got itl I'm going 
right over it. Get ready, Navigator. . . ." 

About a minute later he called through to me: 

“Could you see them burst, Tail Gunner?" 

I had not seen a thing . . . only light. 

We had done our job, and were free to leave. The search- 
lights left us as they had come on to us . . . singly and 
in numbers. We were clear at last, and flew once more 
through the darkness . . . which seemed even darker than 
before. The searchlights were still busy, but not with us 
. . . they had found another victim, and were tormenting 
him* » • • 

As I watched them getting fainter, a fresh batch shot up 
from below. There. was no indecision about this batch: ' 
they were on us straight away with a determined, vice-like 
grip. They were unaccompanied by flak with an obvious 
reason ... . fightei%\ > v 

There were as many searchlights. as before, and as bright. 
All I could see was brightness and reflections on the perspex. 
Was there a fighter behind us? . ’ . was he stalking us 
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. . . getting nearer and nearer ... waiting his chance to 
let fly? I strained in to the dazzling, bright light, turning 

my turret this way and that. 

Suddenly it came! I heard his guns first, and saw red 
tracer bullets coming at me. As I heard his guns I opened 
fire, shooting at the flashes that were all I could see of 
him. I don’t know what happened ... I only know that 
as I fired, he stopped firing. It all happened in about 

three seconds. ' 

“Are you all right, Tail Gunner? ...” 

Robby had seen the tracer shooting past us, and he 
imagined I had been hit, as I was silent. In my excite- 
ment I had forgotten to switch on my intercom. 


As we crossed our coast it was getting light, and I was 
discussing with the navigator the prospects of the wild 
fowling on the marshes below. 

“Stop talking all that cock ! We’ve had enough shooting 
for to-day!” Robby interrupted. 


CHAPTER IX 

one morning early in December I was in Leonard’s office 
for my usual morning visit, and the first thing he said to me 
was — “I’ve got news for you, Revs.” 

“What is it? Don't tell me you’re posted . . .” 

“No, nothing like that. There's to be another daylight 
m the near future.” 

“Are you flying?” I asked him quickly. “If so, I'm 
coming with you. ...” 

“I’m afraid not, Revs. At least, that’s the. verdict at 
the moment. I shall try and work it, though. The Wing 
Commander is flying, and wants you with him. ...” 

“I wish to goodness you were going, Leonard!” 

“So do I, Revs. . . but there we are.” 

“As you say . . . ‘there we are’! D’you know where 
we’re going?” 
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Leonard pointed to the map . . . and put his finger on 
Brest : 

“But for God’s sake, not a word,” he added. “Only 
the Wing Commander, you and I, know the target . . . 
and it must be kept dark. . . .” 


* I went up to see the Commanding Officer: 

“Leonard has told me the news, sir. ...” I said to him. 
“I don’t know much more than you do yet, Riv.,’’ he 
replied', . . but we’ve got to get in bags of training. 
Who shall we take as front gunner?’’ 

“I don’t know, sir. I’ll think it over and let you know 

ft 

• • • • 

“We’ve got to keep this show as quiet as we can,’’ the 
Wing Commander went on. “I propose to have a meeting 
of all the flying crews this morning and tell them all I 
can • but it is essential there is no talking about it 
afterwards. We’ve got about another nine days, and we'll 
spend all the time in formation flying and practice bomb- 
ing!” 


The weather was good — cold and clear with the ground 
frozen hard— and we got busy right away. There were to 
be forty bombers on the job altogether, and we were supply- 
ing six of them, with Robby leading. During the days 
before the actual raid we practised every day: we practised 
flying in formation and bombing in formation, and we got 

really good. 

I thought it might be a good scheme for the rear gunners 
to fly with the main perspex panel taken out of their turrets 
and I took the panel out of mine to try the idea. The 
first time I tested it we did not go above two thousand feet, 
and I was delighted with the scheme. It meant that we 
should have a perfectly clear view behind , as there was 
nothing to obstruct our vision . . . the entire front of the 
turret being exposed to the outside air. But the next time 
I flew in the open turret we were at fifteen thousand feet. 


and a temperature of — 30 degrees centigrade\ Although 
we were only up at that height for an hour, I thought I 
had got frostbite. The cold beating in was agonizing . . . 
and I felt thoroughly miserable and decided then and there 
that we should not fly with the turrets open! 

I enjoyed those days of training and practice. The 
weather was perfect, and ever}' day was brilliantly clear. 
We usually flew at fifteen thousand feet, which was the 
height at which we intended to operate. 

The ground from that height appears very unreal . . . 
rather like a beautifully painted large-scale map. Some- 
times we left vapour trails behind us which looked like 
great spiral, horizontal columns of white smoke swirling in 
our wake: there were always four of them, one from each 
engine, and they completely obscured the aircraft formating 
behind us, as would a thick fog. Sometimes these great 
swirling, spiral trails followed us the whole time we were 
up at that height . . . and at other times they would cease 
for a few miles as suddenly as they had started, and then 
gush forth again. They were a nuisance when we were 
in formation, as they left the aeroplanes behind us envel- 
oped in their swirling fog. 


I chose Dick as our front gunner. I had never flown 
with him before, but I knew him to be sound. We had 
Freddy as our navigator, Joe as our wireless operator, Tom 
as our engineer, and Peter as second pilot. Robby seemed 
very pleased with his crew, and we were certainly happy 
with him. 

1 he raid was detailed for December iSth, and the forma- 
tion had reached a high standard of flying. On the night 
before the raid I had a bad bout of ‘stage fright’. As I lay 
in bed my imagination got the better of me for a bit, and 
1 an iiot. All sorts of nightmarish horrors raced through 
my mind as I lay bathed in perspiration, despite the cold 
winter night. I saw fighters coming at us unmercifully 
from all directions . . . my turret was out of action, with 
me in it unable to fight back: I saw myself trapped in my 
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turret with flames around me, and unable to conquer them : 
I heard and saw shells bursting about me, tearing through 
the aircraft and my turret : I saw myself having to land on 
the sea: ... all these and many other horrors were with 
me as I lay in the, dark, trying to sleep. Very weak and 
foolish, no doubt . . . but there I was while I was at the 
mercy of my imagination. Nor was I free from imaginings 
when I was asleep ... as that night I dreamt I was taken 
prisoner 1 

• • • • • 

We were to take off at ten o’clock, and all the crews met 
in the crew room before it was light to hear a final discussion 
of plans. We had been briefed the previous evening, so 
we knew what was expected of us. 

The Scharnhorst, Gneisnau, and Prince Eugen were all 
lying in Brest harbour . . . and we were shown photo- 
graphs and large-scale diagrams, as well as a coloured chalk 
drawing on the blackboard giving their exact positions. 
I knew most of these drawings by heart, having been to 
Brest before at night. 

• Brest is a very well defended target, and of course during 
the time the ships were there the defences were very much 
increased. It was pretty evident that we should be in for 
a hot time. We were to have a strong fighter escort, which 
was a considerable comfort. 

Altogether, there were forty bombers, consisting -of 
sixteen Stirlings, fourteen Halifaxes, and ten Manchester. 
The Stirlings were to lead the way in, followed by the 
Hailfaxes . . . who in turn would be followed by the 

Manchesters. 

There was a thick white frost when we went out to our 
aeroplanes, and it was still freezing hard. The ground 
crew was waiting for us, muffled in greatcoats, scarves, and 
Balaclava helmets. Some of them were beating their arms 
across their chests, and stamping their feet, trying to get 
warm. Our aeroplane was gleaming white with frost, 
which glistened as the rays of the sun — just appearing 
above the horizon — glanced across it. The perspex round 
my turret was caked with an opaque white brine, which 



TAIL GUNNER 


Il6 

re-formed almost as soon as I wiped it away. I used a rag 
soaked in petrol, but even this froze almost at once, and it 
was obvious that T should have to wait for the frost to clear 
itself when we climbed to a drier atmosphere. Some air- 
men were standing on the wings and tail plane, sweeping 
away with brooms the frost, which fell to the ground like 
fine powdered snow. 

The sun showing just above the hills in the distance was 
throwing its silver rays horizontally across the ground, and 
casting elongated and grotesque shadows from the aero- 
planes. The ground shone and sparkled, crisp and clean: 
it was a perfect English morning. 

The Station Commander drove up with the A.O.C., who 
had come to see us off. They stopped and talked with us 
for a few minutes, and then wished us luck and moved off 
to the other aeroplanes. 

It was time to start up, so we got in . . . and I pushed 
and struggled my way to my turret, where there was no 
room to spare. Shortly after we were airborne my perspex 
cleared itself of the frost and I was able to see out quite 
distinctly. ... . 

Wilkie was formating on our starboard, and Willie on 
our port. Wilkie was a tall, dark-haired, loose-limbed 
fellow . . . and the first impression a stranger might have 
of him could be that he was a rather irresponsible, carefree 
and vague individual. But on closer acquaintance it 
would be seen that he had one of the kindest, gentlest, and 
most sympathetic and thoughtful natures any man could 
possess. Curiously enough, he was carrying the same 
gunner that Johnny had had on our previous daylight raid. 

I have flown with Wilkie on two operational trips, so I 
know all his sterling qualities. He has the knack of in- 
sp.ring confidence in every member of his crew. I certainly 
look back on the trips 1 did with him, which were to Brest 
and Wilhelmshaven, with very happy memories. When 
flying he is always perfectly calm, and I cannot imagine 
anything disturbing him. Each time I reported back to 
him searchlights behind our tail, or flak bursts particularly 
near the tail, or fighters in the distance, he replied with 
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one word — ‘Right'— spoken in a long-drawn-out way and 
in a manner to make you feel that all was right. 

A good captain can inspire confidence and well-being in 
his crew by his manner, and by the way he speaks or replies. 
I have flown with some excellent captains, and I know! 
A good drew is like a happy family, all working together, 
thinking together . . . and in an emergency acting to- 
gether and for each other. 

Willie was a young sergeant-pilot, and one with whom I 
had always wanted to fly, but had never had the oppor- 
tunity. He was a first-class pilot, but very modest, shy, 

and unobtrusive. 

Robby, Wilkie, and Willie had been flying together in 
formation for the past nine days, and they knew each 

other's ways of flying perfectly. 

Shortly after Wilkie and Willie formated on us, I saw 
our second formation of three come up and take up their 
position about three hundred yards behind us. We 
climbed steadily, still circling the aerodrome, which 
appeared smaller and smaller and less distinct. In the 
distance I could see six more Halifaxes coming towards us, 
and as they came nearer I saw four more appear out of the 
blue We still continued to climb and circle, while the 
others in their turn, took up their positions in our rear. 

When we reached ten thousand feet we set course in a 
south-westerly direction, and once again I watched and 
enjoyed the ever-changing panorama below us. The sun 
was slightly to my right, and almost enveloped Wilkie's 
aeroplane in its brilliance. I was well dressed to meet 
the cold . . • but all my clothes made movement in my 
turret well-nigh impossible. I sat with my hands on the 
control column, moving the turret every few minutes to 
prevent it freezing. 

We crossed the Welsh mountains — looking rather like 
the relief maps you see in schools — and made our way 
towards Lundy Island, where we were to meet the Stirlings 
and Manchesters. The Stirlings had arrived there a few 
minutes before we did '. . . and the Manchesters appeared 
as we formated behind the Stirlings. 

I 
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So we set course for Brest ... a long, formidable line 
of determined might ... on that cold, clear December 
morning. There was very little cloud about, and I watched 
Lundy Island — looking rather lonely — fade into the back- 
ground of blue . . . and then the rugged coast of Cornwall 
stretched away on either side, fifteen thousand feet below. 

I was within a few miles of my home . . . and I looked 
longingly down on this shore that I know so well, and 
wondered what was happening there. 

It did not take long to pass over this narrow stretch of 
land . . . and we were soon over the sea again, well on the ' 
way towards our objective. Our own land was gradually 
disappearing and getting farther away as the enemy got 
nearer. ... 

As the French coast came in sight to those in front, 1 
asked Robby if he could see any fighters. . . 

“Yes, plenty . . . but I can’t see what they are yet.” 

‘Well, we shall soon see,’ I thought . and I hoped 
they were our escort. There would be no difficulty in 
sighting our target, as the sea stretched clear and blue 
below us, with only occasional wisps of fleecy cloud. 

As was previously arranged. Wilkie dropped behind and 
below us; Willie behind and below him; and the same with 
the other three, as we neared the target. This was the 
formation we intended to bomb from, and it would allow 
each of us to bomb the target with a greater degree of accur- 
acy. I looked along the line bobbing up and down behind 

us, as I had seen them so many times on our practice 
flights. 

As we neared the target the guns opened on us. They 
had been concentrating on the Stirlings . and now 
that we were getting within range, they started on us! 

It was as I had expected and experienced before just 
as noisy, uncomfortable, and unpleasant. The first few 
shells went above us, and to starboard but they soon 
corrected this, and we flew through and into the puffs 

which a split second before had been destructive white 
hot, ragged chunks of steel. . . 

As I looked down the line I saw the shells bursting around 
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each of the aeroplanes. Sometimes a shell seemed to burst 
right on one of them, and I knew that only a split second 
and a question of feet had saved it from complete destruc- 
tion. Once Willie was blown on to his side and almost on 
to his back . . •. and for a horrible moment I thought he 
was going down, as he swung right out, shuddered on his 
side, and more shells burst around him. However, he re- 
covered in some miraculous manner and resumed his place 
in the formation as though nothing had happened. 

There were no fighters near us; our escort was seeing to 
that . . . but I could see them flying around in pairs some 
distance off. Once or twice I saw a scrap, but they were 
too far away for me to see much. I kept my turret moving 
continually, looking around me ready for the odd Jerry 
that might sneak through our screen. 

I heard Robby say — “Bomb doors open!” — and knew 
that he would have sighted the target, and would be pre- 
paring for the bombing ‘run-up’. Shells were bursting 
around us incessantly, causing our aeroplane to shudder 
and lurch. I saw the bomb doors open in the other air- 
craft down the line. Wje were all ready to drop our load. 

The barrage seemed to be increasing in intensity, as 
though those below were determined we should never drop 
our bombs. They hoped to turn us back; make us waver 
or have us down ... but I knew that nothing would make 
Robby take any evasive action until after he had dropped 
his bombs. We had not been practising for the past nine 
days and come all this way for nothing! The shells kept 
screaming and bursting around us -as we went, six formidable 
monsters ready to pounce on our prey. 

' Freddy had got the ships in his sights, and was giving his 
‘lefts’ and ‘rights’ and ‘steady’ . . . and, finally, “ Bombs 
gone!" Each aircraft in turn released its bombs, and I 
saw them start their journey down. As they left their 
racks they seemed to hover for a second . . . and then 
drop rapidly, gradually pointing their noses to the ground. 

While I watched the weight of bombs on their downward 
drop, Robby called to me: 

“See if you can spot where they fall, Riv.” 
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I leant forward, peering down . . . and as I watched I 
was hurled hard against the side of my turret while the 
aeroplane shuddered and rocked on its side, losing height 
rapidly. At the same time there was a crash like a break- 
ing plate-glass window as shrapnel tore through my turret, 
ripping open the sleeve of my flying coat and tunic. I did 
not know if a piece had gone through me or notl I felt 
no pain, so imagined I had escaped. 

The aeroplane was steady now, but was gradually losing 
height. Wilkie and Willie had taken up their positions 
again on either side, and kept close to us. Black smoke 
was belching past the tail from both port engines. I called 
through and told Robby, who said — “Yes, they’re on fire.” 
'Would nothing upset the man?' I wondered. The shells 
were still at us, mingling their smoke with the smoke from 
our engines. 

“I think the fires are dying down,” I heard Freddy say. 
The smoke was certainly less dense, and I began to think 
that there might be hope for us yet. That first sight of 
black dirty smoke rushing past my turret had seemed final, 
somehow. It does not take long for fire to spread in the 
air, and I knew the flames might gradually be getting nearer 
the wing tanks. 

Yes, the smoke and sparks had ceased to gush out so 
tearfully, and had thinned down to a faint grey, which at 
last disappeared altogether Both engines had stopped, 
and we were listing hard to starboard. The port wing had 
taken the brunt of the shock as the shell burst: it must have 
burst just in front of the wing, hurtling splinters through 
both engines. 

The shells had ceased . . . and Brest was disappearing 
behind us. Wilkie and Willie were still with us, like faith- 
ful dogs following their weary master home. 

Send out an SOS. We re coming down m the seal” 

Time seemed to stand still as I heard Robby say this to 

Joe. It was as though a death sentence had been passed - 

on me. So my nightmare of the previous night was coming * 

^ ue ' af f ter al1 1 • • • 1 felt empty inside. God I I had done 
this before ... I knew what it was like. 
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"Can't you make it, sir?" I called through to Robby. 

"No. I'm afraid you’re in for another ducking, Riv., 
old boy." 

s "How much longer, sir?" 

• "Ten more minutes. . . .*' 

Ten more minutes! . . . what then? Was this to be 
the end, after all ? I knew no Halifax had as yet landed on 
the sea and got away with it. How should we fare? As 
we hit the water, would it be' the end ? ... or would we 
float for-days, getting weaker all the time? 

What would happen ? Ten more minutes . . . less now. 
Oh, hell! This won’t do! We were still alive, and there 
might be hope. ... Yes, there was always a chancel 
We were still alive . . . and we were clear of Brest 1 . . . 
that was what really mattered. 

Five more minutes now! There was silence down the 
intercom., except for Joe’s tapping on the morse key as he 
methodically sent out SOS s. . 

"Stand by for ditching!" 

I hurriedly left my turret and went forward. My actions 
were mechanical. I knew what to do: ‘Mae West’ inflated, 
boots tightly strapped, flying clothing fastened, helmet on 
and also securely fastened, these things I looked to as I 
made my way forward . . . pushing and squeezing my way 
past the tail wheel leg, through the rear bulkhead door, 
and so to the centre of the fuselage. 

As I passed by the side fuselage windows I looked down 
at the sea, so calm and blue . . . yet as hard as concrete 
to hit. I opened the rear escape hatch in the roof, ready 

for a hasty exit. * ' 

Freddy and Dick were already in the fuselage, and they 
were followed by Joe, Sam, and Peter. All exchanged 
what were intended to be reassuring smiles. Freddy and 
I lay on the floor with our feet braced against the main 
spar, and the others were farther forward on the beds. So 
we waited . . for what ? ... ' 

As I lay looking up at the blue sky through the open 
hatch above my head, my thoughts raced, tumbling over 
each other. What would happen? I knew all the hazards 

♦ f _ • 
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- * / • 
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of a sea-landing, chancy at the best of times . . . but with 
two engines on the same side gone, more than doubly so. 
I heard the engines throttle back, and prepared myself for 
the shock . . . body braced, muscles tense. We glided 
silently for a few seconds . . . seconds that seemed like 
minutes. There was a deafening crash ; a rush of icy water 
as we were hurled forward . . . and then, oh, joy! we were 
floating ! 

Ten minutes which seemed like a lifetime were over. I 
climbed out of the rear escape hatch at the same time as 
Robby came out of the forward one. As he poked his 
head out he greeted me with an enormous belch which 
seemed to relieve l£s feelings somewhat. 

"Nice work, sir," I said . . . referring to his ditching, 
not his belch. 

“Well . . . we made it O.K. Everyone all right?" he 
asked. 

By this time we were all standing clustered on the wing, 
watching the dinghy slowly opening. Oh, glorious sight! 

. . . the yellow dinghy unfolding and inflating in the sun- 
shine ready to receive us. 

Wilkie and Willie were circling round us, and we were 
waving up at them and laughing . . . yes, laughing. We 
were gay and happy, and had every cause to be." The odds 
had been more against than for us. By now we might have 
been dead . . . crushed and mangled by the broken, 
twisted aeroplane: or struggling in the darkness with our 
lungs full of water as the aeroplane sank below the surface 
to the bottom, never to be seen again. 

The dinghy was ready for us . . .. big and round and 

secure: it was more than twice the size of the last one I 

had been in. We pushed it off the wing and stepped 

gingerly in . . . all excepting Robby, who still stood 

on the wing waving his arms wildly to the circling 
aircraft. & 

“Anyone want anything from inside?" he asked. "I’m 
going to have a look at her." 

He climbed on to the top of the fuselage, took a deep 
breath, and lowered himself inside. I wished he would 
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stop fooling about and come and join us: f was scared stiff 
that the aeroplane would sink with him inside it. 

After a bit he reappeared and sat on the hatch with his 
legs dangling inside. “She’s filling up,” he said. 

“What about getting in the dinghy, sir?” I asked. 

“No hurry yet, Riv. I’m going back in a moment to try 
and find my pipe." 

Well . . . you can't very well call your C.O. a B.F., 
even if you think he is one! 

He took another deep breath and disappeared once more. 
The aeroplane was more than half full of water, and, I 
thought, in danger of sinking at any moment. 

After what seemed an uncomfortably long time, Robby 
appeared — without his pipe— and at last joined us. As he 
got in there was a nasty hissing sound just behind me . . 
and I looked round to see a jagged hole from which the air 
was rapidly escaping. There were some large wooden 
stoppers handy for just such an emergency, and I hurriedly 
screwed one in. The dinghy had rubbed hard against a 
damaged bit of the wing . . . which had caused the trouble. 
We shoved her off from the wing, and floated some yards 
away from the aircraft. ... 

“Well. Riv . . . what do «we do now?” Robby asked. 
“You ought to know as you’ve done this sort of thing 
before. . . 

“We don't do anything. We just sit!" 

“Has anyone got a pack of cards?" 

“There might be one in here,’’ Freddy said. He was 
undoing a large canvas satchel. 

It did not contain any cards, however . but was full 
of tinned food, distress signals, first-aid kit, cigarettes and 
matches. The cigarettes were passed round, and we lit 
up. 

“Anyone hungry? ... or shall we wait?" Robby asked. 

We decided to wait, in case we should really need the 
food later. We had a drink of water each, though; as we 
were feeling a little dry after swallowing so much of the 
salt sea. 

Wilkie was still circling us. He had climbed up to a few 
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thousand feet, and was obviously wirelessing our position • 
and calling for help. It was a comforting sigfht, seeing him 
there . . . and knowing that we were not alone or for- 
gotten. Already the vast air-sea rescue service would be 
busy sending out search planes, and informing any ships in 
our vicinity. 

Willie had disappeared, and had presumably returned to 
base. We watched Wilkie for some time in silence. 

I was profoundly thankful, and curiously at peace and 
happy . . . thinking how different this was to the last 
time I had been floating in a dinghy. The sea was quite 
calm, until only a slight swell which caused us to rise up 
and down with a regular rhythmical movement ... rather 
like a swing after it has died down and is just swaying to 
and fro. 

“My arse is wet/' Robby said, after a long silence. 
“Let's see if we can get the inside of this dinghy dry. . . /' 

We were sitting round the edge with our feet in the 
middle, and the water kept lapping over the side . . . 
washing against our bottoms, which was distinctly, un- 
comfortable. There were several inches of water in the 
bottom of the dinghy. We tried scooping it up, but had 
nothing effective with which to do it . . . so soaked it up 
with our gloves and scarves, which were wet anyway. By 
working fairly hard this way we were able to keep the 
inside reasonably dry. 

Wilkie had evidently done all he could ... for he came 
down and skimmed a few feet over the sea right by us, and 
flew off out of sight. I felt rather lonely after he had gone, 
and missed the sound of his engines. While he was flying 
around us we seemed to have some definite contact with 
our own country, and I felt that at any rate someone knew 
where we were. He had stayed with us for half an hour 
. . . and I wondered how long it would be before we saw 
someone else besides ourselves. 

\\ e were alone, except for our Halifax floating a few yards 
away from us. She was a pathetic sight, lying there so 
helpless and impotent . . . gradually getting lower in the 
water and looking as though she might go down at any 
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moment. Her wings were awash, with the wake lapping 
against the sides of the fuselage. 

I looked at my turret, with the guns showing just above 
the water. It seemed strange to think that not so long 
before I had been sitting in that turret looking down on the 
sea on which we were now floating. . . . 

The nose of the aeroplane dropped lower in the sea: she 
rolled slowly over on her side, raising her scarred port wing 
majestically to the sky . . . and gradually disappeared, 
leaving only a swirl of water to mark her grave. We were 
silent for some time, and I think all of us felt rather sad. 
We were alone now . . . surrounded by the vast expanse 
of the slowly moving sea. 

“Does anyone know a song?” Robby asked, after a bit 

. . and, without waiting for a reply, he started on the 
tune of the ‘Volga Boatmen'. 

On the whole, we were a very cheerful party. Our 
chances of being picked up were fairly good, as it was 
definitely known that we were on the sea, and our position 
fixed. Only some extraordinary bad luck — such as the 
dinghy sinking . . . some sudden storm or fog — could 
prevent us from being saved. I don't think the thought of 
being picked up by an enemy ship occurred to us, although 
we were considerably nearer to the French coast than to 
our own. Once or twice as I looked at the rolling mass 
of blue about us my heart seemed to miss a beat as I fore- 
saw several days of floating, unseen by any searchers . . . 
but these pangs were only momentary, and for the most 
part I felt reasonably cheerful. 

I sat with Robby on one side of me and Joe on the other. 
Freddy was opposite me with Dick, and Sam and Peter 
on either side of him. 

“How are you feeling, Freddy?" I asked. “You’re 
looking a bit green!” 

“I'm feeling a bit green . . .” he replied . . . and, suit- 
ing his actions to his words, was sick over the side. 

This apparently was too much for Dick, as he did like- 
wise. This created some slight diversion for us, as we 
offered sundry advice all round ! 
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"I could do with a drink!" Robby said. ' 

"I’ve got a flask of rum. . . ." 

"Come on, Riv. . •. out with it\ Let's Have a swig." 
"No! . . . Let’s wait until we see some help, and then 
celebrate." 

"Good idea." 

So we sat, sometimes talking, sometimes silent; for the 

most part cheerful . . . and all the timfe looking around 

and listening for the help that should come. - We began 

reckoning how long it would take for a rescue boat to arrive, 

and what sort of a boat or ship they would send for us. . . 

Robby said to me — "Could you see the bombs burst. 
Riv.?" 

No, sir. There was so much smoke around the ships 
that I couldn t be certain. It looked to me as though they 
were on fire." 

I g Qt a wizard sight," Freddy declared. "I swear the 
bombs dropped right across the ships. They must have 
been hit!" 

"Good show. . 

"What time does it get dark?” Sam asked, after a bit. 
"About five o’clock. Why?" 

"I was just wondering how much longer we'd got before 
dark, that was all. . .” 

"Oh we’ve got another hour or two yet." \ 

I can hear an aeroplane!" Peter suddenly said “Yes 
. . . there it is. Look! 

9 • someone announced 
"Where's that flask, Riv? . . 

Hold on, sir. Let’s make certain first." 

The Lysander was approaching, flying on a zig-zag 

course about five hundred feet up, and making more or fcsf 
in our direction. 

"Get the pistol ready, Freddy!” Robby said 

con^abU doser 00 “T” ' SUggeSted ' " Wait until * 
anvUdv 8 Wh g St , eadily u 6arer ' and we a11 watched ^ 

fired th^'Ve el' mltor S Th "T 3 ^ 

veiey pistol. The signal must have been seen, 
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for the Lysander immediately turned in our direction, and 
flew over us, flashing an answering light. ' 

I passed my flask to Robby, and we drank to the Lysander 
circling above us. One stage towards our rescue was 
over, and I hoped the next would be as easy. 

The Lysander flew round and round us for about an 
hour ... and then, without any warning, turned off out 
of sight. ... 

Oh, hell! What's happening now? . . . Surely it cant 
be getting low in petrol, and leaving us? . . . 

We waited anxiously, watching the spot where it had 
disappeared . . . and in a few minutes we saw it reappear 
again and come towards us. It circled us once more; 
fired a ‘Verey’ cartridge, and then went off again in the 
same direction as before . . . only to reappear again, 
firing another cartridge. It repeated that performance 
several times, and the reason was obvious: it had seen a 
ship and was guiding it towards us. 

Presently three dots appeared on the horizon, and gradu- 
ally took the shapa of boats. Our joy and relief were 
terrific, and we waved to the Lysander and shouted and 
— ng until the ships drew alongside. There was a motor 
launch escorted by two motor torpedo-boats. . . . 

The motor launch threw us a line and hauled us along- 

ide. 

, iop in, Riv. . . .” Robby said. 

“I 1 " Hop's about the right word, sir. I think I’ve broken 

my foot. . . 

"You bloody fool! Why the hell didn’t you say so 

^ciore?” 

"Well . . . there wasn’t much point, was there?" 

• • • * • • • • 

,ve were hauled aboard . . . and once more I took ofl 

^ r,, - 5 in front of a roaring stove. 

\ »md cigarettes were pressed on us, and we felt very 
much at home and content. The skipper was a marvellous 
host, and he waited on us and fussed round us continuously. 

Robby was lamenting the fate of his favourite pipe, now 
at the bottom of the sea . . . and the skipper said : 


128 


TAIL GUNNER 


"My dear chap! I've the very thing for you. .It hasn’t 
been smoked . and I don't like it, anyway. It’s 
yours 1 ’ ’ 

Robby took it gratefully, and lit up. 


"WJiat about the news? . . the skipper said at six 
o'clock. 

"A strong force of our bombers attacked Brest in day- 
light to-day . . ."we heard. 

• • ■ 
i 

Looking back, I remember an .evening of dozing, smoking, 
talking, and drinking rum. It was an evening of content 
and complete happiness . . . and one I shall always ^ 
remember. The skipper and his crew talked to us, asking 
innumerable questions. . . we fixed up future meetings 
. . . and the whole evening went far too quickly! ** 

• • # 

We were taken off to hospital when we got ashore, much 
to Robby's disgust. He wanted a {^rty, and protested 
at some length . . but without the desired result. 

We arrived back at our unit late the following night, and 
were met by half the squadron . . . who turned up at the 
railway station to welcome us. I was supported between 
Freddy and Joe. 

• • 

A lew days after Christmas the squadron was detailed to 
go again to Brest. 

Robby had a new gunner in my place. I was merely a 
spectator . . . and I felt rather out of it. 

As I stood, leaning on my crutches, watching the crews 
pile into the transport to take them to their aeroplanes, 
Robby said to me — "I wish you were coming with us Riv 1" 

"So do I, sir." 

.JUi 

THE END 
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